Star Trek: The Nomad Frontier

Death Before Dishonor

Prologue

Near the Federation-Klingon Border,

Stardate 3196.4

On the viewscreen, the Klingon battle cruiser loomed menacingly before them, it's forward disruptor emitter glowing in the otherwise dark void. On the bridge of the USS Repulse, the captain leaned forward in his command chair.


“What's the status of our weapons?” he inquired tightly, already formulating the battle strategy in his mind.


“Phasers are off-line, Captain,” the navigator replied, “Photon torpedoes are still active, but the launchers are off-line. The chief engineer reports that it will be at least another ten minutes before they're back up, and that's only if we don't take any more damage.”


“Do we have warp power?” the captain asked, running a hand through his stiff, brittle hair.


It was the helmsman's turn to relay negative news, “No, sir. Our warp engines are out, as well.”


The captain pounded the arm of his chair, “Gorram it,” he muttered, even though the phrase had not yet been discovered.


“Sir!” the navigator called, fear evident in his high voice, “The Klingons are firing!”


The bridge shuddered, and there was a scream from the aft section as a console blew out. The captain had to grip his armrests tightly in order to keep from being thrown to the deck. He wrinkled his nose as the familiar stench of burnt circuitry and flesh attacked his nostrils.


“Our shields are down!” the navigator warned again, “One more direct hit and we're done for!”


The captain regarded the Klingon warship for a while longer. With no weapons and no warp speed, and repairs taking too long, he was only left with one alternative. “Lay in a course for that warship,” he ordered, “Prepare for ramming speed!”


“That's a little dramatic, isn't it?” A familiar voice asked lightly from behind him. He was normally glad to hear it, but it shouldn't have been there.


Lieutenant Jeff Sanderson turned in his chair and had to fight back a wave of humiliation as he saw Lieutenant Kaitlyn Chandler standing by the turbolift, or at least where the turbolift should have been, if it hadn't been replaced by the holodeck's arch.


“Computer,” he ordered sourly, “freeze program.” He had been so engrossed in his fantasy that he hadn't even heard her come in.


Abruptly, all of the other noise and motion stopped, and all he could hear was the low sound of Kate chuckling to herself. “Maybe you hadn't heard,” he said more sourly than he intended to, “but it's considered incredibly rude to interrupt someone's holodeck activities.”


She scoffed, “Oh please, Sandy,” she teased him, “You're not the first Starfleet officer to play James Kirk on the holodeck.”


“I'm not James Kirk,” Sanderson protested as he stood and walked over to her, “I'm Captain Sanderson of the USS Repulse.”


She smiled and kissed him, “Oh? The Repulse, eh? That's very original of you, Captain?”


“It's a real ship!” Sanderson protested, “It was Constitution-class, registry NCC-1716. The captain wasn't me, of course, but who cares? He couldn't have been that good if no one remembers him.”


Kate looked at the Klingon warship frozen on the viewscreen, “Did they ever fight the Klingons?”


“How should I know?” Sanderson protested, “I figured that it would be a good way to brush up on my geo-political history with the Klingons if I ran a few simulations.” He hoped that she would take his excuse at face value. The Klingons recent withdrawal from the Khitomer Accords had put everyone on edge.


“Ah,” she feigned understanding, “Well, were you winning? Because it sure doesn't look like you were winning.”


“I was about to win, until you showed up.”


She kissed him again, “Well, normally, I wouldn't have dreamed of intruding into your private holodeck time, but you were supposed to meet me in Ten Forward at twenty-hundred hours.”


He winced, “Ooh, sorry. What time is it now?”


“Quarter after,” she told him, slipping an arm around his waist, “Don't worry, you can make it up to me later on.” As she led him out of the holodeck, she called out, “Computer, end program.”


The bridge of the first Federation starship to be called Repulse vanished, and they stepped out into the corridor of the third. They had barely gotten ten meters before they ran into Lieutenant Commander David Rice, the ship's chief engineer. He stared at them blankly. Sanderson felt himself blushing, realizing how ridiculous he must have looked in his 23rd Century duty uniform.


“I know that you both got promoted recently,” Dave noted dryly, “But I wasn't aware that you had jumped all the way to captain, Sandy.”


“I was just on the holodeck,” he offered weakly.


Dave, like Kate, was dressed in the alternate duty uniform that Starfleet had authorized a few years ago. It had taken a lot of pestering on behalf of the crew to get Captain Farrell to relent and allow the more comfortable uniforms to be worn on the ship. Compared to them, Sandy looked wildly out of place.


“Well, then have a good night, sir,” Dave smiled and resumed walking in the opposite direction.


Kate laughed as they kept on walking towards the turbolift. “Can I at least change first?” he pleaded.


She grinned wickedly, “Oh no. You get to wear that. I want everyone to know that I'm sleeping with the captain.”
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Captain James Farrell stood alone on the brightly lit deck of the Repulse's phaser range. In the darkness before him, a glowing sphere sprung into existence. Moving on instinct, he swung his phaser towards the target and depressed the firing stud. An orange beam shot out and hit the sphere dead center. The computer beeped approvingly and tallied his score.


“Nice shot,” Dave Rice commented from behind him, stepping out of the darkness and joining him on the platform.


Farrell held up the new phaser in front of his friend's face. It was the newest version of the type-2 hand phaser. Compared to previous incarnations, it was longer and more slender. Although he hadn't yet had much of a chance to practice with the new weapon, he found that it was just as good as the older models, with the added bonus of being more comfortable to hold.


“You should get some practice in, too,” he replied, holstering the weapon. “You never know when shooting will come in handy.”


Dave snorted, “What do I need to practice for? I'm an engineer, not a Marine. Besides, I got plenty of practice with the old ones, and a phaser's a phaser.”


Farrell sighed and shook his head. He had found that a lot of Starfleet personnel, especially those whose specialties lay outside of security or combat, tended to ignore the differences inherent with any weapon. He had fired all kinds of directed energy weapons in his day, and he had learned that every one had little quirks and oddities that typified them. For example, he had noted that the new phaser design had a tendency to pull to the right a bit. If he went into combat unfamiliar with the weapon, such a surprise could very well cost him his life.


“Oh, don't be like that,” Dave chastised him, leaning back against the railing that circled the platform, “You forget sometimes, Mr. Commando, that I've been firing phasers since you were in diapers.”


“Quantity over quality,” Farrell shot back, tapping a command on the platform console. The target program deactivated, and the room was flooded with light. He reached up and tugged uncomfortably at the gray turtleneck that he wore under his uniform.


“Would you stop complaining?” Dave groaned. “I like these new uniforms– they're comfy.”


“They feel like pajamas,” Farrell loused, wishing like hell that he had never agreed to switch from the old ones that he had stubbornly insisted that everybody wear. When Starfleet had authorized the alternate duty uniforms for starship use the year before, he had known that it was only a matter of time before the requests had begun to roll in demanding that the crew be allowed to wear them. He had resisted at first, arguing that the older uniforms looked more professional. As with the Borg, however, it appeared to him now that resistance had been futile.


“That's why they're comfy,” Dave grinned. “I just wanted to remind you that we should be rendezvousing with the transport from Earth at the starbase sometime tomorrow.”


He was momentarily confused, “Transport?”


Dave sighed, “You know, the one that's bringing Ally here?” Farrell nodded at the familiar name. Dave's eldest daughter, Allison, was currently in her third year at the Academy, and Dave had pulled some strings to get her mandatory field training to take place aboard the Repulse. The fact that they had been summoned to Starbase 375 had probably cut a week or so off of her trip.


“Oh,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to cover his tracks, “That transport.”


Dave laughed and pushed himself off of the railing, “Come on,” he said, clapping Farrell on the back, “Let's go get something to eat, shall we?”


Farrell nodded and followed suit, making a mental note to stop by his quarters on deck seven and drop off the phaser before they went to dinner.


Commander Elizabeth Grant stood before the mirror in her quarters and admired the three full pips on her collar. When she had transferred aboard the Repulse almost two years ago, she had done so as a lieutenant commander. Finally, all of her hard work had paid off two weeks ago with a promotion ceremony in Ten Forward. Granted, she had not been the only one to be so honored, both Sanderson and Chandler had advanced from lieutenants junior grade to full lieutenants. The captain had given a small speech and then pinned the new pip on her collar. She knew now that she was only a few years away from another promotion and a command of her own.


One play at a time, Liz, she chastised herself, and then instantly found herself annoyed at the term. So long spent working alongside Captain Farrell had meant that some his sometimes odd vernacular had rubbed off on her. It was only through sheer force of will that she sometimes kept herself from demanding 'sitreps' while on the bridge.


In truth, she believed that the promotion should have come before she had even been assigned to the Repulse at all, but she knew that Starfleet was reluctant to offer such promotions before one even set foot on a starship. She had taken the setback in stride, and had attempted to work as hard as possible in order to overcome it. She felt as if she had accomplished that goal nicely, and she was already paying close attention to new commands that were opening up. As soon as she felt that she was ready to take one of her own, she wanted to be able to jump all over it.


Not that she was particularly unhappy with her current assignment. In fact, she actually enjoyed her posting. She may not have always gotten along with everybody, including the captain, but she found that she had adapted well after leaving the administrative side of the fleet. She had learned a lot, and she knew that she was getting the perfect education necessary to advance her career.


She moved over to her desk and checked her itinerary for the next few days. Following the whole unfortunate business with the now imprisoned Admiral Hoyt the year before, they had undertaken a variety of assignments. They had done everything from patrol the DMZ, to perform milk runs between starbases to a two month trip to the Gamma Quadrant, which had been a nice, if not particularly exciting, chance to do some real exploration for a change.


Now, however, they were headed to Starbase 375 for some kind of briefing by Starfleet Command. She knew that a few of the other ships were being sent there, as well. She didn't know what it was about, but she would have put her money on it being about the Klingons, which seemed to have been on the forefront of everybody's mind recently.


It had been nearly three months since they had invaded the Cardassian Union and withdrawn from the Khitomer Accords. In that time, tensions between the Federation and their long-time ally had been at a high unmatched since the mid-23rd Century. The thoughts of a bona fide shooting war with them were high on the list of worries that Starfleet was juggling at the moment, along with the Dominion and the increasing activity of the Maquis rebels in the Demilitarized Zone.


The prospect of a war was not a pleasant one for her. Since her assignment to the ship shortly before it had been launched, they had only ever been in one firefight. It had taken place over Tulekkis III shortly after they had left Utopia Planitia for the first time. When they had been in the Gamma Quadrant, they had thought at one point that they were going to be attacked by a Dominion ship, but it had turned out to be a false alarm. The captain obviously took the Klingon threat seriously, because they had been running routine battle drills since they had been reassigned to the Cardassian border following the Klingon invasion. 


Aside from their first combat scrape with the Tulekkans, they hadn't been shot at since, although their activities since then hadn't exactly been uneventful. They had been involved in the Eden Prime fiasco, and the year before, Captain Farrell and Master Chief Baxter had gone on an unauthorized mission into Cardassian space to stop Admiral Willy Hoyt from starting a war between them and the Federation. On both occasions, things had gotten more than a little hairy, although they had emerged more or less unscathed on both occasions.


There had only been one death aboard the ship since their commissioning. Ensign Scott Gruber had died a few months after their launch, on an away mission that she herself had led. His death had been a sharp blow for the crew, but they had moved on in the time since. The young man's name was inscribed on a memorial plaque in Ten Forward, and Captain Farrell had renamed one of the shuttles the Gruber in his honor. It was a nice gesture, although it was no substitute for the man himself.


She reached across her desk and picked up her rapidly cooling cup of Tarkalean tea. Taking a tentative sip, she noted that the temperature was more suited for drinking and she held the cup in her hands, feeling the warmth radiate through the porcelain.


As they entered Ten Forward, both Farrell and Rice reached out and touched the memorial plaque that was mounted by the entrance. It was a subconscious act for both of them. They had both done it so many times that it had become almost automatic. The fact that such a thing was even necessary was an unfortunate reality of the line of work that they had chosen.


Since there were no civilians aboard the ship, they did not have a civilian waiting staff like some of the larger ships did. As a result, the crew had to fend for themselves when they were off duty. Occasionally, some of the crew wanted the opportunity to play bartender. Tonight, the officer behind the bar was Ensign Saral, who was shaking what appeared to be a margarita shaker with typical Vulcan stoicism. He had shed his uniform and was dressed in a dark blue traditional Vulcan tunic.


“Good evening, Captain,” Saral greeted them as they leaned against the well-worn wood of the bar, “Dave,” he followed up. Surprisingly, Saral had been among the first members of the crew to adapt to Dave's somewhat peculiar desire to have everyone on the ship refer to him by his first name. 


“Same to you, Ensign,” Farrell replied.


Saral finished shaking the margarita and returned it to the crewman who had ordered it. Ensign Amy Monfriez worked as the backup flight controller and shuttle pilot for the alpha shift. She poured the drink into a glass and then held it up as a toast to the two superior officers before she turned away and walked off to join several other crewmembers at a table. 


“What can I get for you tonight?” Saral asked, wiping absently at a spot on the bar. When he had finished, he tossed the cloth over one shoulder.


Farrell laughed, “Saral, what the hell are you doing down here?”


“Bartending,” Saral answered flatly, obviously missing the point.


“I know that,” Farrell said, “But what I mean is: why are you bartending?”


Saral took the correction in stride, “I have found that some of the more . . . emotional species aboard this ship are somewhat more willing to confide in their bartender than they are to others. I thought it would be an excellent opportunity to engage in some interspecies research.”


“You're looking for a girlfriend, too, huh?” Dave asked.


“I am a Vulcan, Dave,” he pointed out, “I am only required to mate once every seven years.”


Dave leaned over the bar and located a bottle of scotch by memory, “Sounds like my marriage,” he grumbled absently as he grabbed himself a glass, “And how's that working out for you?”


“I have not yet had to return to Vulcan to undertake my first pon farr ritual.”


Farrell frowned and grabbed himself a bottle of Jim Beam, “When do you have to go?”


“The exact timing is difficult to determine before hand, and there is no set age for when it will first set in. However, based on my physiology and family history, I would estimate that I will begin to experience my first pon farr in approximately three to seven years.”


Farrell was left somewhat amused by Saral's expert analysis of his sexual needs. He himself had stumbled into his own raging hormones when he had been around fourteen. He supposed that if anyone would have a more logical approach to it, that it would be the Vulcans.


“If you don't mind my asking, Saral,” Dave asked him as dropped a couple of ice cubes into his glass, “How old are you? In human years, I mean.”


“The term 'human years' is somewhat subjective, Dave,” Saral pointed out, “There are numerous worlds with largely human populations, and they all have different orbital rotations. However, I am assuming that you are referring to Terran years. In that case, I would be twenty-nine.”


Farrell whistled as he poured himself a drink, “Twenty-nine,” he repeated, suddenly feeling like an ancient man of thirty-seven. His birthday was rapidly approaching. He didn't much like celebrating his own birthday, which fell, somewhat ominously, in his opinion, on the Ides of March. Considering that the only other notable things to have ever happened on that day was the assassination of Julius Caesar and the birth of Josef Mengele, he preferred not to think about it too much.


He and Dave poured their drinks and headed for the table that they had more or less appropriated for their own use. They returned a few nods and greetings along the way, but for the most part, the crew left them alone.


They sat down together and sipped at their drinks. “So how're things between you and Captain Rhodes?” Dave asked.


Farrell shrugged. Captain Alyssa Rhodes was the commanding officer of the USS Polaris. Following the whole business with Admiral Hoyt the year before, he had decided to take some shore leave with her to Casperia Prime while the Repulse had undergone an upgrade to her warp nacelles. The two weeks that they had spent together had been fun, but they were both struggling to determine exactly where their relationship would go from there. Fortunately, she would be present at the briefing that they were scheduled to attend on Starbase 375, so he was hoping that they would have a little bit of time to talk face-to-face.


“Not bad,” he answered finally, after mulling the question for a bit, “I don't know. We need to talk and see where things are headed.”


“Am I gonna have to squeeze into my dress uniform any time soon?” Dave teased.


“Only if you're getting buried in it,” Farrell replied with mock seriousness, “But if you're asking about a wedding– then I don't think so. At least, not at any point in the near future.” He had done a lot of stupid things in his life, but he had fortunately managed to avoid getting married thus far.


“That's too bad,” Dave mused, “I have a great best man speech all planned out in my head.”


“What makes you think you'd be the best man?”


“Who else would do it?”


“My dad.”


“You never talk to him.”


“Master Chief Baxter.”


“He'd probably kill half of the guests.”


“Captain Stone.”


“Never happen,” Dave said, “The whole idea is for the groom to look better and more classy than the best man. Who better for that than me?”


“Some Cardassian torturer.”


Dave shook his head, “Fine, you invite the Cardassian. Have fun trying to say your vows after he's pulled out all of your teeth.”


Farrell laughed, “Don't feel bad, Dave. I don't think that I'm the marrying type, anyway.”


“I said that once,” Dave pointed out, “Up until about twenty-eight years ago. That's when Nancy removed my testicles and put them in a decorative little jar right above the fireplace. I get to visit them every time I go back to Earth.”


“You sound kind of bitter about that.”


He downed the rest of his drink and rattled the ice cubes around in the empty glass, “Oh, it's not that bad. It's nice having that type of security. Whenever I go home, I always know that there's gonna be someone there to welcome me back with open arms . . . among other things.”


“It can't all be good.”


“It is,” he insisted, “Why do you think that I spend most of my time out here? It's so that whenever I go home, she's so glad to see me that all we do is screw around. By the time she realizes how obnoxious and stupid I am, it's time for me to go. By the time I get back again, she's forgotten all about it and we go right back to square one.”


Farrell finished his own drink and chuckled, “Dave . . . you're going to hell.”


“I wouldn't go around throwing those kinds of stones, if I were you.” He popped one of the ice cubes into his mouth and started to chew it. Farrell had to suppress a wince at the sight. His own teeth almost started to hurt at the mere thought.


“What do you mean?”


“You and Captain Rhodes,” Dave said lasciviously, “And don't try to tell me that a two week shore leave on Casperia Prime was strictly platonic. Doesn't the Catholic church frown on such activities?”


“I'm sure they do,” Farrell replied breezily, “However, unlike you're heathen soul, I was baptized and confirmed. Which means that the worst that God can do to me is send me to purgatory for a few thousand years.”


Their conversation faltered after that, and Farrell found himself seriously considering what Dave had said. It had been a while before he had met Alyssa that he had been involved with anyone at all, and he had to admit that he had enjoyed his time on Casperia, even if most of it had been spent in their hotel room. It had been refreshing to be able to let down his guard and actually share things with someone who wasn't a member of his crew or a direct subordinate.


And he had to admit that he enjoyed her company. As mismatched as they were, what with him being a former soldier and her having a more scientific background, they had managed to find enough similar interests to occupy their time. He had been afraid, at first, that someone with such radically different training and interests than himself would necessarily get along with him. Dave, God bless him, had dissuaded him of that, reminding him that couples fought eventually. When that happened, he had cautioned, it was good to have different interests, because you would want to get as far the hell away from them as possible.


They had also been able to share many of the same gripes. As they both commanded starships, they had been natural outlets for each other to vent the frustrations that came with such a job. Someone had once said that it was lonely at the top, and while that was largely true, it was nice to be able to talk shop without worrying about what people above or below you in the pecking order would think.

2

The next morning, when the Repulse arrived at Starbase 375, Lieutenant Peter Mbeka was impressed by the number of starships that had proceeded them. For the most part, starship duty was a solitary affair, and one tended to be far removed from the other ships in the fleet. A quick check of his tactical readouts revealed numerous other ships already present. Among them were the familiar, such as the USS Polaris, the unfamiliar, such as a pair of Akira-class starships, the Harbinger and the Sojourn, as well as the often mentioned but never before seen USS Courageous.


They were only the beginning. His readouts revealed the presence of ten other starships already packed around the starbase. Whatever Starfleet had summoned them there for, it was obviously something that was deemed too sensitive to discuss over subspace.


Earlier in his career, he would have spent a lot of time wondering what the purpose of the meeting could have been. Now, however, he refrained from such activity. The chain of command existed for a very good reason. No one person could know everything, and he had long ago made peace with his standing as a cog in the proverbial machine. If his superiors wanted him to know what was happening, then there would be a briefing. If not, then he would toil away in ignorance until they saw fit to inform him.


When they had arrived in the system, Captain Farrell had left the bridge and headed down to the transporter room, leaving Commander Grant in charge of the bridge while he was away. She sat quietly in the captain's chair, and he stood vigilantly over her.


He knew that many of the crew found the commander to be rigid and inflexible, and the truth was that he preferred things to be that way. When he had been younger, his mother had often teased him about his serious nature; telling him that she had given birth to a Vulcan. While he liked to have fun as much as the next person, he had always possessed the ability to distance himself from it whenever the situation called for it. As chief of security, his position demanded eternal vigilance.


Ever since he had come aboard, however, he had been practically bored to tears. While his wealth of experience had long ago robbed him of any desire for combat, he found that lately he had been increasingly excited by the prospect of open conflict with the Klingons. He kept these thoughts to himself, because he knew that they were not only inappropriate, but downright foolish. He had been in combat before, and logically, he knew that it was never a good thing. Sometimes, though, he had to admit that he would have welcomed a break from the boredom that seemed so prevalent sometimes.


Last year, when the captain had run off to stop Admiral Hoyt, Mbeka had fully supported the decision, and had even found himself wishing that the captain had trusted him enough to bring him along. He had read the captain's after action report and come away feeling deeply impressed. A lot of people looked at Farrell and saw only what he projected– namely, a lighthearted, even bumbling personality. Underneath that, Mbeka knew, lurked a fearsome and capable warrior.


In an effort to keep himself in top physical shape, as well as to keep his security staff honed, he had started a martial arts class on the ship. He had asked the captain to join, but the man had just smiled and said that his days of fighting were behind him. Although he had taken the rebuff smoothly on the surface, privately, he had been disappointed. He wanted the chance to test his skills against a man with so much combat experience.


A beeping from the ops console brought everyone's attention to the front of the bridge, “Commander,” Ensign Kovax said as he turned to face aft, “We're being hailed by the Starship Courageous.”


“It must be Captain Stone,” Grant said to herself, “Put him on screen, Ensign.”


The viewscreen, which currently showed the starbase and the ships that orbited it, winked and was replaced by the tall, smiling face of an older human. Mbeka knew of Captain Walter Stone only by his impressive reputation. In person, he was forced to admit that the man had an almost . . . civilian air about him. From everything he had heard, Captain Stone was an aggressive and experienced combat skipper, but the reputation certainly didn't match the face that he was seeing now.


Captain Stone had a long, thin face, broken up by a wide, easy smile and twinkling blue eyes that seemed to glow with both merriment and wonder. “You must be Commander Grant,” he noted, “Captain Farrell has told me all about you.” Behind him, Mbeka noted that his bridge crew bustled about with a distinct air of professionalism.


From her seat, Grant nodded and returned the smile, “He has spoken of you at length as well, Captain Stone. It's an honor to finally meet you face to face . . . so to speak.”


On the viewscreen, Stone laughed, “None of it good, I'm sure,” he replied easily, “I trust that he hasn't gotten you all into too much trouble since I cut him loose.”


“The captain has never had anything but praise for you, Captain. He thinks very highly of you. And you must have taught him well. He's a fine commander.” Grant said.


“I'm sure he is,” Stone responded, a evident note of pride in his voice, “I don't suppose that he's there?”


“I'm sorry, Captain. Captain Farrell just left to beam over to the starbase.”


Stone nodded, “I thought he might have. I suppose that I should be doing the same, myself. It was a pleasure to speak with you, Commander. Perhaps we'll have an opportunity to get together sometime before this is all over.”


“I'd like that, sir,” Grant smiled back.


“Very well, Courageous out.” Stone's face blinked out of existence, and once again the starbase and menagerie of starships filled the viewscreen.


“He seemed nice,” Lieutenant Sanderson said offhandedly from the helm.


“Stow that chatter,” Grant ordered, reverting to her usual self, “Just because we're at a starbase doesn't mean that we don't have work to do. I want continuous sensor sweeps of this whole sector. The Klingons may consider so many starships in one place to be a buildup of some sort. I wouldn't put the possibility of them launching a preemptive strike to be out of the question.”


Mbeka appreciated her anticipation. He had been having many of the same thoughts himself. For his entire career, the Klingons had been loyal, if somewhat rocky, allies. Their reputation as formidable warriors was known throughout the Quadrant, and he had to admit that the opportunity to test his skills against them outside of the holodeck was a tempting one.


But that could all wait until later. For the time being, he had a job to do. He made frequent checks of the sensor data on his console, searching for the telltale sign of elevated neutrino readings that could potentially indicate a cloaked ship. The readings looked clear, but that didn't mean that he was about to let down his guard.


At the ops console, Ensign Androvar Kovax scrolled through a list of the latest communications protocols from Starfleet Command. It was boring, and he had already committed the changes to memory, but he had nothing else to do at the moment.


The sense of boredom that he felt was compounded by his feelings of general malaise for the last two weeks. He had taken efforts to hide it, and as far as he knew, no one suspected it. The truth, as petty as it sounded, was that he was upset that he had been passed over for a promotion from his superiors. 


The year before, during the crisis that arose from the illegal Operation Archangel that had been initiated by Admiral Hoyt and his aide, Commander Nathan Greenwald, Kovax had helped Captain Farrell, at the risk of both his career and his freedom, by breaking into the admiral's office and uncovering the first clue that had been necessary in order to bring him down. He hadn't been expecting any sort of reward for his actions, but when he had stood there and watched as a bunch of other people, including two of his closest friends were promoted, he couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy.


He hated himself that he seemed so shallow, but the simple truth was that he was tired of being an ensign, and of being what Captain Farrell would have called the low man on the totem pole, whatever that meant. The rank had been fitting when he had come to the Repulse two years before, straight out of Starfleet Academy. But since then, he had felt that he had done enough, and grown enough, to deserve a promotion.


He knew, logically, that it was crass to think that stepping up one grade in rank would change anything that much. He knew that despite his low rank, the rest of the senior staff trusted him, at least as far as computer matters were concerned. He also knew that even if he were promoted to lieutenant junior grade, he would still be the lowest ranking member of the senior staff. He had told himself all of that a thousand times and more ever since the promotion ceremony, but the snub still stung him.


Aside from that, however, things had remained fairly normal ever since his extracurricular activities the year before. He had observed numerous changes on the ship, not the least of which was the budding romance between Sandy and Kate. At first, he had found the prospect of his two closest friends courting each other to be troubling. He had feared the repercussions of a breakdown in the relationship, and at suddenly being forced into the uncomfortable position of having to choose sides. Fortunately, nothing of that magnitude had occurred thus far, save for a couple of minor spats that he had steered well clear of. Both of them respected him enough not to ask him to intervene on their behalf, but the possibility was still there if things got too far out of hand.


His own attempts at romance had not worked out that well, although he hadn't tried very hard. His natural shyness and introversion were compounded by the unhelpful fact that, as a Bolian, a sexual relationship between himself and a human– who composed the majority of the crew– could result in negative medical side effects for the latter. There were six other Bolians aboard, but only two of them were female, and he had little interest in being somebody's co-husband at the moment.


Other than that, it had been, as Captain Farrell would have put it, 'same-same, negative sitrep'. He spent a lot of his free time either in his quarters or in the holodeck, and kept his social engagements to a minimum. He was secretly glad, along with a lot of the rest of the crew, that the current briefing on the starbase was for captains only. He had an hour of holodeck time reserved for that evening, and he could think of a million things that he would rather do than sit through some endless briefings on gods-knew-what.


The holodeck had become something of a refuge for him since he had come aboard. Often, he would engross himself in some of the more thrilling adventures that were stored in the ships library, and he was currently working on writing his own holodeck program, although he wasn't even close to being finished.


With the exception of Sandy and Kate, not a whole lot of the other members of the senior staff used the holodeck much. Captain Farrell avoided the thing like some sort of plague, stating that it was a nice diversion, but not for him. Commander Grant and Lieutenant Commander Rice likewise stayed away, except for the odd occasion. Dr. Zhurova spent some time there, but not a whole lot. That was fine by him, though, as it left more time for the rest of the crew, including himself.


He was mulling over in his head the possibility of asking Ensign Kixx to join him in the holodeck in the future. The young counselor, who worked as an assistant to Dr. Lawrence Potter, was a Caitian, and thus wouldn't be affected by his somewhat peculiar biology. He had spoken with her on a couple of occasions, and she seemed nice enough. Besides, he had always liked cats when he had been younger, and she seemed to share similar interests as he did.


Maybe later, he told himself, after the briefing was over and they knew what their next assignment would be after they left Starbase 375.


Dr. Natalya Zhurova was practically buzzing with anticipation as she stood by the doors to transporter room two. It had been months since she had seen her lover, Lieutenant Marsha Hernandez, in the flesh. When she had learned that they were being sent to Starbase 375, Marsha's posting, she had requested that Captain Farrell allow her to spend some time on the base so that they could spend some quality time together. Much to her relief, Farrell had agreed to her request, and so she found herself waiting anxiously for him to come down from the bridge so that they could beam over to the station.


She leaned against the bulkhead, with her travel bag slung over her shoulder, and smiled politely at the various crewmembers that passed by her in the corridor. As a doctor, she felt that her professionalism prevented her from growing too close to most of the crew. The day may very well come one day when she would be forced to put some of them through triage, and she was worried that personal connections could impact her judgment. Outside of the ship, she had Marsha, and she spoke regularly with some of her old friends aboard the USS Caduceus.


She still tried to be friendly wherever possible, and she had to admit that the very nature of being on a starship made being a total recluse all but impossible, although Lieutenant Mbeka seemed to have succeeded. She was friendly, but not exactly friends, with Lieutenant Chandler, and she had a comfortable working relationship with her fellow doctors, especially Dr. Telnor, who worked with her on the alpha shift, and Dr. Potter, the ship's counselor.


Come on, Captain, she implored silently, looking expectantly down the corridor to the turbolift doors that stood stubbornly closed. She had thought about beaming over ahead of him, but her professional courtesy insisted that she wait for him.


The only bad thing about their visit was that she had no idea as to how long they would be staying at the starbase. Captain Farrell had been unable to offer any specifics about their visit, but he had said that they could be ordered to leave as soon as the briefing was concluded. Secretly, she was hoping that the briefing was one of those endless, soul-crushing affairs that Starfleet seemed so dementedly fond of.


She was very aware that her hopes had the potential to be dashed, so she was prepared to enjoy the potentially limited time that she and Marsha would have together. Fortunately, her duties as chief medical officer would not be necessary during their stay, assuming that all went to plan. All of the routine duties could be handled adequately by Dr. Telnor and Nurse T'Kel in her absence.


That could all change very quickly, of course. There were some rumors spreading among the crew that the ships that had assembled at the starbase had been called together to form a task force to launch a preemptive strike against the Klingons before they could attack the Federation. She had dismissed the notion out of hand, after all, the Federation didn't believe in attacking first. Still, the prospect of battle with the Klingons was a terse reality that they had to be prepared for. They seemed intent on rattling their sabers as of late, and she suspected that it was only a matter of time before at least a limited conflict became inevitable.


As part of her duties aboard the ship, she had read up on some of the Starfleet Medical files on previous encounters with the Klingons, and what she had seen did not leave her enthusiastic to face off against them. According to what she had read, the Klingons greatly preferred to use their bladed weapons in close combat. The archival pictures of some of the more grisly wounds that had been recorded had been enough to leave her feeling somewhat ill at ease for a day or two afterwards.


She heard the familiar hiss of opening doors from the end of the corridor, and at long last Captain Farrell stepped out of the turbolift. She stood up straight while he approached. “Are you ready to go?” he asked as he came up beside her.


“Yes, sir,” she replied eagerly, hoping that her excitement didn't show through as strongly as she felt it.


Unlike her, he had come unprepared for an extended stay. She hoped that it was merely a lack of foresight on his part and not an indication of as to the length of their visit. “I can see that,” he said with a smile, and led the way into the transporter room.


Standing, as usual, behind the transporter controls was Crewman Killcreek, who she could have sworn lived in the transporter room. She had never really spoken to the man, outside of a few occasions that were strictly business. She had found him to be a competent member of the crew, if somewhat gruff on the exterior. A couple of times, however, he had seemed to show genuine concern for those that he served with, especially the captain.


“How are we today, Mr. Killcreek?” Farrell asked, smiling up at him as he walked across to the transporter pad and stepped up onto it.


“Better than yours, I'd wager,” Killcreek replied with his customarily sour tone of voice. He seemed put upon by every little thing that happened. If she didn't know better, she would have thought that he was suicidal by his outward behavior.


“What makes you say that?” Captain Farrell replied.


Killcreek looked at him pointedly, “I'm not the one who has to sit through a briefing all day.”


“You make an excellent point,” Farrell noted, “Pray for me.”


“I wouldn't count on it,” Killcreek answered.


Zhurova joined the captain on the transporter pad, making sure that her bag was tucked tightly against her body. Farrell looked at her for confirmation that she was ready to depart, and she nodded that she was. “All right then,” he sighed, “Let's get this show on the road, shall we? Energize, Mr. Killcreek.”


With a tingle of expectation, Zhurova watched as the world disappeared in a haze of swirling blue light.
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The reception area was located in one of the many observation lounges scattered throughout the starbase. Farrell walked in and was momentarily taken aback by the sheer amount of brass that assaulted his eyes. There were maybe thirty people in the room, and not one of them was under the rank of commander. Obviously, about a third of the guests were the captains of the assembled ships, but there were more than a few admirals, as well. Filling out the number were several apparent staff officers and aides.


One of them, who instantly stood out from the group, was Admiral Alynna Nechayev. His own run ins with Starfleet's infamous 'Ice Queen' had been limited, but he had heard horror stories from Captain Stone. He had only met her on one previous occasion, when she had been part of the tribunal at Admiral Willy Hoyt's court martial.


He scanned the room, looking for familiar faces. Several of them leapt out at him. There was Captain Garza of the Starship Hercules, Captain John Telford of the USS Patriot, as well as Captain Benjamin Sisko of the USS Defiant.


“Jimbo Farrell!” a voice shouted behind him. He turned and broke into a wide grin as he recognized the speaker. He had been roommates at the Academy with Stuart Fritter for four years, although they had drifted apart after they had left the institution. Stu walked towards him, holding a drink in his hand and smiling vividly. He hadn't changed much in the years since they had last been together, and he was looking well, if a little bit thicker than when they had last met.


“Stu,” he shook his head as they got close enough to shake hands, “What the hell are you doing here? The last I'd heard, you were serving on the Passchendaele.”


Stu pointed to the four pips on his collar proudly, “I still am, Captain McBride retired last year, and I took over for him. I call the shots over there now.”


Farrell felt embarrassed for not noticing the Passchendaele among the ships that had gathered at the starbase for the briefing. He was hoping that Stu would overlook his faux pas and not question him too badly on it.


“How's that working out for you?” He asked, hoping to move the conversation before any accusations of neglect could be made.


Stu shrugged and took a sip of his drink, guiding Farrell over to where a small buffet table had been laid out for the guests, “It's all right,” he said noncommittally. I mean, don't get me wrong, it's good to be the boss. But so far we haven't done anything besides haul our butts back and forth between starbases.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “Do you have any idea what in the hell we're doing here?”


Farrell shook his head and reached for a Bularian canapé from the table, “Your guess is as good as mine,” he replied, stuffing the food into his mouth. He hadn't eaten since breakfast, and he was feeling a bit peckish.


Stu grimaced, “I don't think I'm gonna like this very much,” he offered, “I hope this isn't some yank job on the part of Starfleet.” He looked around warily at some of the other officers, “Is it just me, or do you feel like you're back at the Academy, too?”


“I had that feeling,” Farrell said as he poured himself a glass of some kind of fruit juice. There were no alcoholic beverages laid out, from what he could tell. Apparently, they powers that be had decided that not having everybody three sheets to the wind would help the briefing go smoother.


Sensing his desires, Stu reached into his jumpsuit and removed a small, silver flask. “Here,” he offered, handing the flask to Farrell as discreetly as possible, “Something to take the edge off.”


Farrell opened the cap and sniffed approvingly. Normally, he wasn't very fond of vodka, but the thought of having to sit through a Starfleet briefing sober was terrifying, to say the least. He poured himself a healthy measure of the liquor, and then handed it back. Stu snuck it back in his uniform, and Farrell smiled, thinking that his old friend probably had a secret pocket sewn inside for just such an occasion.


“You haven't changed a bit,” he said teasingly, testing his mixture. He had gone a little overboard on the vodka, judging by the strong taste, but it was still better than nothing.


Stu grinned lopsidedly. He was a bit shorter than Farrell, and stockier as well, with brown hair that always seemed shaggy no matter how short he cut it and a forehead that you could land a shuttlecraft on. “Yeah, Jimbo,” he said back sarcastically, “Because you really seemed to have hauled yourself back on the wagon.”


They made small talk for a bit longer, and finished their drinks. After the routine catching up and some wistful remembrances of their wild days at the Academy, they had parted company with the promise to get together later for a drink. Farrell watched him as he moved through the crowd, exchanging greetings with some of the other captains present.


Stu Fritter and me, commanding starships, he chuckled and shook his head, The gods must be crazy. He nibbled on a few more bits of food, and then set his sights on some of the other people that he wanted to see.


He looked down to the other end of the buffet table and smiled as he saw Alyssa standing there, conversing with an Andorian captain that he didn't recognize. She looked over the Andorian's shoulder and smiled back at him. After another minute or so, she said something to the Andorian and he walked away.


“That's right,” he said as he sidled up next to her, “Ditch the zero and get yourself a hero.”


Her eyes twinkled as she looked at him, “Why, do you see one here?”


“I hear that Admiral Nechayev is quite the woman,” he offered jokingly.


“You wish.”


He feigned a look of interest, “Well, it does present certain possibilities . . .”


Surreptitiously, she planted a quick kiss on his cheek, “Keep dreaming, James,” she said quietly, for fear of being overheard. It was obvious that she didn't want everyone to know about their relationship, which was fine with him. Starfleet may not have had regulations against two captains dating each other, but he imagined that it wasn't something that they would be exactly thrilled to death to hear about, either.


On the other hand, it was a golden opportunity to behave badly. “You got a few minutes?” he asked quietly.


She rolled her eyes, “For what? A quick and passionate encounter in a nice, romantic bathroom?”


He remained stone-faced as he tapped the buffet table, “Actually, I was thinking more of right here and right now.”


She laughed, “Yeah, because that would be comfortable.”


“It would make for one hell of a court martial.”


She pushed a rogue lock of blond hair out of her eyes and shook her head, “Men. If you aren't thinking with your dicks, you always act in its best interests, no matter how much trouble it may get you in.” He smiled at the comment, the memories of Casperia Prime still fresh in both of their minds. They exchanged a guilty look.


“And you can't get enough of it,” he told her as they moved away from the table to find a more private place to talk. The briefing seemed to waiting for something, although Farrell wasn't sure if they were waiting for more people to arrive or if there was something else planned entirely. He was hoping that they wouldn't drag out the lunch for too long. He wanted to get out there as soon as possible and spend some private time with Alyssa. He also wanted the chance to play catch up with Stu and Captain Stone.


“So do you have any idea what this is about?” It was the second time that Farrell had heard the question in the span of a couple of minutes. He was somewhat relieved to learn that everybody else seemed to be just as clueless as he was.


“No,” he repeated, glancing around the room suspiciously.


“I don't see what I'm doing here,” she said, sitting down on the sill of one of the tall, arching viewports, “I can see what all you other hotshots are doing here, but I command a planetary survey ship. If this is some sort of combat operation, I don't see why I would be included.”


“Maybe they want you to perform a particularly dangerous planetary survey.”


“You're not as funny as you think you are,” she warned him.


He tried to look hurt, “You take that back. Dave says I'm the funniest person he's ever met.”


“Dave needs to get out more,” she responded, without missing a beat.


Farrell watched the room, keeping his eyes on the most senior brass as they moved around, trying to make polite conversation with the assembled captains. That alone was enough to raise his suspicions somewhat. It was a well-known fact that Starfleet admirals were manufactured in a secret factory somewhere, and that they lacked anything resembling interest or concern for their subordinates.


Nechayev moved from group to group, and it occurred to him that he and Alyssa would have to move soon, lest they fall into her grip. A rigid and humorless looking commander followed her around everywhere she went. He made Commander Grant look like a stand up comedian by comparison, and he was reminded that he didn't have it so bad.


As Nechayev moved towards them, he gently guided Alyssa in the opposite direction, hoping to avoid her for as long as possible. He didn't have anything against her personally, but he had something of a bad track record with flag officers as of late, and he was hoping to avoid a repeat performance by staying away from them altogether.


They continued to talk for a while, although the company and lack of privacy dictated that they stick more or less to professional matters. He kept watching the mood of the others in the room, keeping tuned for any significant changes in the collective mood of the assembled guests. Nothing jumped out at him, and he was left with the conclusion that no one else had any more of a clue as to what they were supposed to be doing than he did.


He scanned the crowd again and spotted Stu, backed into a corner in a conversation with Admiral Drohna. The portly Tellarite, nicknamed 'the drone' because of his boring and flat personality, was prong to long-winded, and typically one sided, conversations with his subordinates. The two of them locked eyes for a moment, and when Drohna looked away for a second, Stu quickly put his hand against the side of his head in the shape of a pistol and mimed pulling the trigger.


Farrell flashed him a sympathetic smile, but there was no way in hell that he was going to get into the middle of that particular conversation. Stu was on his own. The doors to the lounge parted, and Farrell was happy to see Captain Stone walk proudly into the room. The captain was a tall, dignified looking man, whose soft and genial exterior belied an iron core that had seen more than its fair share of ugliness during his days.


He pointed Stone out to Captain Rhodes, who nodded in acknowledgment. He wanted to go over and say hello, but Stone was quickly waylaid by Admiral Nechayev, and once again, Farrell desired to steer clear.


Farrell and Rhodes continued to chat amiably, filling up the time by talking about nothing. Fortunately, they were largely avoided by the other brass, although there were a couple of particularly close calls that almost had him running back to Stu for more booze.


He had largely forgotten about Stone when he felt a hand rest on his shoulder, “James,” Stone said, extending a hand, “It's good to see you again.”


Farrell smiled and shook Stone's proffered hand. “It's nice to see you too, sir.”


Stone balked at the honorific, “Come on, James,” he admonished, “You're not my XO, anymore. Call me Walter.”


He feigned a look of discomfort, “I don't know about that. It's kind of a big step.”


“It's good to see that thing that you call a sense of humor is still functioning. I trust that Dave is responsible for that.” Before they had served together on the Repulse, both Farrell and Dave had put in years of collective service under Stone– first aboard the Yorktown, and then aboard the Courageous.


“He misses you, too, Captain,” Farrell joked, “I was going to bring him over, but he probably would have had a nervous breakdown around all of this brass.”


Stone smiled, “Somehow I don't think Admiral Nechayev would appreciate having to call him by his first name.”


Farrell tried to picture such a meeting in his head, but he was pretty sure that bringing those two together would violate some fundamental law of the universe, and would probably cause it to explode. “Sorry, Walter,” he said awkwardly, “This is Captain Alyssa Rhodes, of the USS Polaris.”


Stone's eyes twinkled and he offered her his hand as well, “Captain, I was hoping I would get a chance to meet you here,” he said smoothly, “I wanted to talk to you about your paper on the tectonic activity on the Ktarian home world.”


Alyssa looked visibly surprised, “You read my paper?” She asked, sounding a bit dazed as she returned his handshake.


Stone nodded eagerly, “Yes, it was quite fascinating. Of course, I'm no exogeologist, so you may need to explain some of the finer points to me in greater detail.”


She shook her head in wonder, “Wow . . . so you're the one. It's a pleasure to meet you, Captain. James has told me all about you.”


Stone looked over at Farrell, “Really, now?”


“I like to tell people that the secret to my success is to do everything that you taught me and then pass it off as my own.”


He nodded thoughtfully, “That's usually the best way to do it,” he concurred. He looked at Alyssa, “Captain Rhodes,” he said pleasantly, “Would you mind terribly if I had a word with James in private for a moment?”


She looked at the both of them and nodded, “Of course,” she replied, “I need to freshen my drink anyway. If you don't mind, I'll join you later.”


As soon as she was out of earshot, Stone placed an arm around Farrell's shoulders and guided him towards a more secluded area of the observation lounge. “She seems nice,” he offered, gesturing over his shoulder.


“She is nice,” Farrell agreed.


He removed his arm, “So, are you two . . .?”


Farrell shrugged and took a sip of his vodka-punch, “I'm not sure yet. We took some shore leave together on Casperia Prime a few months ago. But I think we're more in the experimental phase right now more than anything.”


“I heard about that business with Admiral Hoyt,” Stone said quietly after a while. While Hoyt had been tried, convicted and sentenced to life without parole for his act of treason the year before, it was still not widely known, even among Starfleet.


Farrell looked away, not wanting Stone to see the bitterness in his eyes, “Yeah . . . I just wish that it hadn't had to come to that.”


“Nor do I,” Stone agreed, “But still, it's good that he's behind bars. I never met the man, myself. But from everything you've told me about him, it was high time that he was called on the carpet to answer for some of the things that he's done.” Farrell had never really gone into detail with Stone about what had happened between him and Hoyt, and he had never even mentioned Enoria to him, but apparently, his words had left an impact on the older man.


They chatted for a little while longer, with Stone expressing a fond desire to have dinner with both him and Dave, assuming that there was time. He was especially happy to hear that Dave's daughter, Allison, would be arriving within the next day to begin her cadet field training. They made preliminary plans for a private dinner with all of them, as well as Captain Rhodes, aboard the Courageous, as long as the timing worked out appropriately.


Stone expressed some concern when Farrell informed him of his recent exploits. The Eden Prime mission and the whole Archangel affair had obviously left a bad taste in Stone's mouth, as well. Following that, Stone updated him about the recent duties that the Courageous had undertaken. Although not nearly as exciting as Farrell's tender stay with the Cardassians, he found himself feeling slightly envious of the seemingly banal routine that they had been saddled with.


Their conversation was terminated when Stone was called away for another meeting with Admiral Nechayev. Being the most senior captain in the room, as well as a man who was widely respected by everyone who was present, it was no surprise that he would be in high demand.


A minute or so after Stone was called away, a Vulcan commander called for everybody's attention and directed them to a nearby briefing room. Farrell hung at the back of the crowd as they filed out. He soon found himself joined by Stu, who looked like a man who was going to face his own execution.


“You ready for this?” he asked miserably.


“No,” Farrell admitted. As he left the observation lounge, he was surprised by how many gold-shirted security officers he saw. He knew that Starfleet was more concerned than ever with the threat of Changeling infiltration, but the guards were carrying enough firepower to destroy a small planet.


They were herded along, much like cattle, towards a large, dark room located on the same deck as the lounge. Sitting at the front of the room, on a raised dais was a speakers podium and a large holo-projector, which he assumed would provide visual aids for the briefing. He and Stu quickly sought out chairs in the far corner, where they would hopefully not be called upon to offer any opinions or answer any questions. He kept an eye out for Alyssa, and spotted her standing in the center aisle, obviously looking for him, as well.


He waved her down, and summoned her over. After a quick introduction to Stu, they settled into their hard, uncomfortable chairs and prepared to be dazzled by whatever Starfleet Command had seen fit to call them all to the starbase to observe first hand.


“This had better be good,” Farrell muttered. On his left and right, both Alyssa and Stu nodded their solemn agreement.
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Lieutenant Commander Dave Rice practically ran up to the transporter room when he received notification from the bridge that the transport had arrived from Earth. He paused outside the doors to take a couple of deep breaths in order to appear calm and dignified.


He walked into the transporter room and greeted Killcreek, whom he knew from their days on the Courageous together. The two of them talked for a while about how much they hated their respective jobs, until a page from the bridge reported that the transport had one person that was ready to beam over. 


Killcreek worked at the controls, and Dave chewed his lip nervously as the blue transporter beam hummed into existence on the pad. When the light faded, he found himself looking up at his eldest daughter. He took a few steps toward her and encircled her in a powerful hug. She pounded on his back, forcing him to reluctantly release his grip.


“Hey, baby,” he said, planting a kiss on her forehead.


“Hi, Daddy,” she replied, smiling up at him. He had seen pictures of her since they had last met face to face, during a brief layover at Earth for Admiral Hoyt's court martial the year before. In the time since then, or perhaps it was because he was seeing her for the first time in her formfitting cadet's uniform, she had developed at an alarming rate.


She had inherited the best that he and Nancy had to offer. She had gotten her mother's large, glowing eyes, as well as his once fiery red hair. He found himself swallowing deeply as she turned around and grabbed her bag off of the transporter pad.


My baby's a Goddamned heart breaker, he thought sourly. In his mind, she was still a little girl, bouncing up and down on his knee in the living room of the family home in Norman. “How is everybody back home?” He noticed Killcreek's wandering eyes and shot him a withering glare as they exited the transporter room.


“They're good,” she answered, “Mom is kind of sad now that both me and Grace are out of the house. Ellie's still finishing up high school, but she's already thinking of going to medical school, so I think Mom's in kind of a crisis mode right now. Aside from that, not a whole lot has changed. The Academy is going fine, although there are a couple of courses that I could stand to do a little better in.”


“Are you having trouble with any of your instructors?”


“Nope,” she said proudly, “except from some of the engineering faculty, who keep telling me that Dave Rice's daughter should be in engineering and not command.”


“Well, no one ever said that engineers were smart.”


She laughed, “No, it's going really well. Oh! That reminds me, I'll have to tell Captain Farrell that there's a picture of him on the sidelines of the football stadium, now. He looks pretty dramatic in his old uniform.”


“Great, that's just what he needs– another reminder that his life peaked when he was twenty-one.”


She let out a guilty little giggle, “Actually, no one knows who it's supposed to be. I had to pretend that I didn't either, just so I could blend in.”


“He'll be crushed,” Dave said, “I'll have to tell him as soon as I can.”


They walked in silence for a little while longer, headed towards the turbolifts. There were so many things that he wanted to say, but he didn't want to start babbling. They would have three whole months together, so he supposed that there was no need to rush things. “It's good to have you here,” he said, feeling awkward even as he spoke the words. The problem with spending so much time apart from ones family was that reconnecting was sometimes a difficult process.


“I'm glad to be here,” she told him as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “Some of the other cadets were pretty jealous when they found out that I was getting an assignment on a Nebula-class starship.”


He put an arm around her shoulders and led her out of the transporter room, “Nothing but the best for my baby girl,” he answered proudly. “I've got some quarters squared away for you,” he said excitedly as they walked lazily down the corridor. “I figured that you wouldn't want to share with your old man, so they're up on deck seven, near the captain's and mine.”


“You didn't have to do that.”


“I wanted to,” he said firmly, “Besides, the damned things are empty most of the time, anyway. We might as well put them to good use.”


“How is Captain Farrell, anyway?” Nancy and the girls had met Farrell on a couple of occasions during their previous years together, and it was a source of endless delight that the somewhat awkward young man that they had once known had grown up to command a starship of his own.


“He's fine,” Dave replied, “He's over at the starbase now attending some briefing, probably bored to tears by now, I would imagine.”


“Do I get a tour of the ship?” she asked hopefully.


“Of course,” he reached up with his free hand and tapped his combadge, “Rice to Janson.”


“Go ahead, Dave,” came the uncomfortable reply from the overly proper deputy engineering chief.


“Can you handle things down there for a while longer? Some urgent business just came up.”


“Aye, sir.”


“He sounds nice,” Ally offered as her father closed the channel.


“He's a tool,” Dave said, only half joking, “But I have to admit that he's not a half bad engineer.” The notoriously bad relationship between himself and Janson had sweetened a little bit over the past year, but they were still far from being entirely comfortable around each other. On the plus side, Janson was learning how to operate on his own a little better, so that was a plus.


They stepped into a turbolift and Dave called out for the appropriate deck. “We'll get you settled in,” he said as the 'lift ascended, “and then you can have your tour of the ship. Since you decided to go ahead and break my heart and choose a career in command, I guess that we could go ahead and start on the bridge.”


She punched him softly in the stomach, “Don't blame me,” she protested good naturedly, “Grace inherited all of the technical proficiency in the family. Besides, I want to call the shots one day.”


He rubbed at the spot where she had hit him, “I think I'm growing a tumor.”


“Are you sure that the bridge crew won't mind if we stop by?”


He shrugged, “I don't care if they do,” he replied honestly, “The captain said that you could have full access to the ship, and it's not like we're in the middle of a combat mission. Besides, it may irritate Commander Grant, and that just makes it sweeter.”


They stepped out of the lift, and Dave led them to the VIP quarters that were usually reserved for visiting dignitaries or senior officers, “Here you go,” he said, keying the door panel and leading her inside, “For the next three months, this will be your home. Just a few quick notes: I didn't schedule you any holodeck time, so you'll have to do that yourself. For tomorrow, you'll be reporting into Lieutenant Mbeka at zero-eight-hundred. Watch out for Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter, he's one of Captain Farrell's old SEAL Team buddies, and I think he got shot in the head at one point. Oh, and the entire crew is comprised of eunuchs.”


She chuckled and tossed her bag on the bed, which was about three times the size of the ones that the enlisted men and junior officers got to sleep on, and they didn't even get their own rooms. “Don't worry, Daddy,” she assured him, “I didn't come here to find a boyfriend.”


“I hope not,” he smiled, “Now, what do you say we go up to the bridge?”


The alpha shift was nearing the end of their duties when Dave and Allison emerged onto the bridge. The somewhat unfamiliar sight of Dave was enough to turn most people's heads, but the young woman with him attracted most of the attention, especially from the younger, male members of the bridge crew.


“Commander Rice,” Grant said as she rose from the command chair, “And I assume you must be Cadet Rice.”


The young woman nodded formally, “Yes, ma'am.” She spoke with a soft, graceful accent that was unmistakably from the southern United States, much like her father.


Despite her obvious discomfort with having an untrained cadet on the bridge, Grant extended her hand, “I'm Commander Elizabeth Grant, first officer.” Captain Farrell had ordered her to extend every courtesy to their visiting cadet. Besides, from what she heard, the young woman was on the command track at the Academy, so she might as well get to see how a starship was actually run. All Grant hoped was that she didn't follow in her father's footsteps as far as personality was concerned.


Cadet Rice reached out and shook Grant's hand firmly, albeit briefly. She chose to read it more as the natural nervousness of a cadet suddenly being surrounded by a bridge full of commissioned officers rather than as any sort of personal antipathy. “It's a pleasure to be here, ma'am.”


Grant tried to force as natural a smile as she could, “I'm afraid that Captain Farrell isn't aboard at the moment, and neither is our chief medical officer. You already know your father, of course, so allow me to introduce you to the rest of the senior staff. This is Lieutenant Peter Mbeka, our security chief,” Mbeka nodded gravelly, and Grant kept her arm moving around the bridge, pausing briefly at each name she called out, “This is Lieutenant Sanderson, our helmsman. Beside him is Ensign Kovax, our ops officer. And finally, our science officer, Lieutenant Kate Chandler.” 


“Welcome aboard, Cadet,” Chandler greeted her warmly.


Grant led Cadet Rice around the bridge, pointing out the various stations and making some more private introductions with the crew who manned the more inconsequential stations, such as life support and environmental control. Rice seemed to be thoroughly engrossed with everything she was shown, although she did appear to be a little overwhelmed by the magnitude of it all. Her father leaned against the bulkhead and watched everything with a small smile, obviously proud. They may not have gotten along, but she was going to make every effort to ensure that she did not allow her strained relationship with him to effect how she treated his daughter.


When the quick tour came to an end, she was thanked by both father and daughter before they retreated into the turbolift to continue their tour of the ship. Grant returned to her seat and glanced at the chronometer that was set into the armrest. There were less than twenty minutes left before the beta shift would relieve them. Her day was far from over, however, as she still had numerous pieces of paperwork to file with the powers that be before she could call it a night.


For some strange reason, seeing a cadet on the bridge had brought back all kinds of memories of when she had been a young officer, herself. Like virtually every other Starfleet cadet, she had seen herself being a captain within ten years of leaving the Academy. Of course, things rarely, if ever, worked out according to plan, and so she had found herself following a more circuitous route to the bridge of a starship.


She had begun her career as a junior staff officer at Starfleet Command, which was a prestigious assignment for any young officer, but not exactly the kind of job that Starfleet put in the recruiting brochures. Despite that, her first four years in the fleet had flown by, and she had been promoted. Shortly thereafter, she was taken aboard by Admiral Chekote as a junior adjutant. When she had left his office seven years later, she had been a lieutenant commander and finally, aside from the routine duties that brought her to infrequently to whatever ship that the admiral happened to be traveling aboard at the time, to a starship.


Still, she had enjoyed her time with Chekote. He had been a firm, but fair commanding officer, and she was sure that her personal connection with him would help her down the road in her career. He had even sent her a congratulatory message when her promotion had come through. Hopefully, before too long, she would find herself as one of his peers in the admiralty.


Before that time came, there was still plenty of things for her to do here.


She turned her attention to the viewscreen, allowing her normally rapt attention to drift a bit as she took in the majestic view of all the ships that orbited the starbase. She was amazed at the ingenuity of Starfleet design as she took in the sights of nearly a dozen vessels, ranging from the older, graceful design of the Excelsiors, all the way up to the odd, but strangely beautiful, lines of the newer Akiras.


She wondered what exactly the purpose of the briefing was. Captain Farrell had claimed not to know, but it wouldn't have been the first time that he had withheld information from them on the grounds of operational security.


She had attended a few such briefings when she had been serving as Chekote's aide de camp. Despite the inherent drama involved by bringing so many ships together in such proximity, she knew that often times it was nothing more than an excuse for all of the captains and admirals to get together and talk about their jobs and their various degrees of displeasure with whatever assignment that they had found themselves saddled with at the time.


She was hoping that this was just one of those occasions, and there were no more serious matters that were being discussed. The smart money was that it had something to do with the Klingons, and she could see that assigning so many starships to the Cardassian border could help to dissuade them from seeing the Federation as a tempting target for further expansion.


There had been a tangible feeling of excitement and fear on the ship as of late. It had been most apparent when the Klingons had invaded Cardassia. Since then, it had subsided somewhat, but it was still there. The tension of being deployed for so long in a potential war zone had brought out the best in everyone, as well as some of the darker desires among the crew. She knew that some of them, especially the younger ones, were actually looking forward, at least in part, to the prospect of proving themselves in battle against such a daunting foe.


Her duties forced her to abstain from such thoughts, even if the more career-orientated part of her had to admit that a decoration for valor in combat would do wonders in getting her the command that she so badly coveted. If a war came, and the majority of her hoped that it wouldn't, then she knew that it would be both an opportunity and a curse. She had heard somewhere that one of the Ferengi Rules of Acquisition was 'war is good for business'. Of course, she had also heard that one of them was 'peace is good for business'. Leave it to the Ferengi to find profit in anything and everything.


She heard a low, muted exchange of words from the aft of the bridge. Normally, she insisted that no one speak extraneously on the bridge, but they were so close to the end of the shift that she was willing to let it slide, this time.


Soon enough the turbolift doors opened again, and the beta shift emerged onto the bridge. Grant turned over command to Lieutenant zh'Klev, the Andorian officer who commanded the second watch. The lithe Andorian nodded her acceptance of the post and sat down, briskly ordering the other replacement officers to their stations.


Grant rode the turbolift down to the lower decks with the others, but her destination was not Ten Forward or the holodeck, but rather the quiet confines of her office, where she could hopefully get most of her paperwork out of the way over the course of the next couple of hours.


As she sat down to work, she found that her attention kept wandering off in directions that she didn't want it to. Normally, paperwork and reports came as naturally as breathing to her, having long ago mastered the precise lingo and vernacular that Starfleet preferred in all of its official reports. Tonight, however, she found that her attention kept wandering back to that damned briefing.


Having worked as an aide to a flag officer, she was aware of how often that she had been kept out of the loop. A long time ago, she had made peace with that as a necessary evil for her job. She was more than a little flustered that she was having such difficulty doing it now.


I need a vacation, she thought as she leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her temples. I need to get away from it all for a week or two and recharge my batteries. Maybe I've been working too hard. A breather from the daily grind of the ship would probably help.


She snorted, instantly dismissing the possibility. She knew that the whole ship would go to hell if it weren't for her keeping an iron grip on the crew. Captain Farrell wasn't a bad leader, and he was certainly better than her in a fight. But most of the other time, he set a rather shoddy example for the crew to follow by always hiding out in his ready room and overlooking breaches of conduct by members of the crew, even if they were only minor ones.


With that comforting thought back in her mind, she took a deep breath and steeled her resolve to get back to her work.
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“ . . . so as you can see, elements of the Klingon third shock army have forced the Cardassians to withdraw their forces from . . .”


The briefing had seemingly been happening for an eternity. Farrell sat forward, resting his chin wearily in his hand, praying for something, anything to alleviate the drudgery. Ordinarily, he could have spent all day hearing about fleet deployments and after action reports, but Starfleet had somehow managed to make even that seem boring and tedious. Sitting in a darkened room with nothing but the hologram for illumination wasn't helping his mood any, either.


The briefing officer– Admiral Drohna, of course– had stood up on his dais, pointing at various illuminated parts of the hologram and speaking in one long, endless sentence that just made everything seem worse. Farrell wondered idly how someone who was supposed to give briefings and lectures for a living could possibly be so bad at it.


It had occurred to him that Drohna could potentially be the Federation's greatest weapon against the Borg. If they allowed him to be assimilated, his personality could very well drive the Collective to madness and hopefully, mass suicide.


Then again, he'd probably fit right in.


Beside him, Alyssa was doing her best to keep her eyes open. He felt genuinely bad for her. He, at the very least, was a combat officer, and this stuff could one day prove to be useful to him. She commanded a survey ship, and thus was supposed to be off of the front lines of any conflict. On the other side, Stu had long ago lost the will to hold his own head upright, and it sagged pitifully against the bulkhead. If not for Drohna's high, obnoxious voice filling the room, he probably would have fallen asleep ages ago.


Farrell tried as best he could to block out Drohna and focus on what he was being shown. Even a simpleton could see that things had not gone well for the Cardassians. Starfleet Intelligence, for what it was worth, had estimated that they had lost nearly a quarter of their forces. Even though the Klingons had halted their invasion for the time being, they were still sending raiding parties deep into Cardassian territory, playing hit and run behind the lines and attacking shipping. 


Even two years ago, this would have come to him as welcome news. He had fought against the Cardassians himself, back in the bad old days. He had never really trusted them, and he had done more than a little dirty work during his time there. Back then, they would have cheered to know that their once implacable foe was in such bad shape.


About a year ago, everything had changed. He had gone into Cardassia to evacuate Federation troops that had been covertly dispatched there by the now disgraced Admiral Hoyt. On that mission, he had been captured by the Cardassians, which was something that everyone had dreaded when he had been on the Front. Even though they had tortured him, and in fact had treated him far worse then than when he had been a simple soldier fighting against them, something had changed within him following his return.


It was that boy, he thought darkly. That young Cardassian soldier, barely old enough to shave, whom Farrell had been forced to kill during his escape. He had thrown a knife and ended the kid's life in a particularly brutal fashion. For some reason, the image of that boy had stuck with him since then, occurring, unbidden, at random times. He wasn't sure why, because he had killed before and would probably be forced to do so again, judging from the way things were shaping up, but for some reason, that boy kept coming back to him.


Maybe I should finally get around to talking to Dr. Potter. He smiled at the familiar thought that often occurred to him, as well. Dr. Lawrence Potter, this ship's counselor, had been pestering him to come in and talk about his feelings practically since the day that he had stepped on board. Despite that, and despite the fact that the old man would probably even be able to help him, Farrell had never gotten around to it. It may have been foolish, but he knew that a large part of him regarded talking about feelings and such to a counselor to be a sign of weakness.


I'd probably keep him busy for the next ten years, he thought, a smile coming to his face. Admiral Drohna's voice retreated as he pictured the scenario in his mind. Fully departed from reality, he allowed his mind to wander. He thought about random things, most of them utterly meaningless, some of them strangely profound, at least to him.


“Kill me.” The statement came into his mind, simple and pleading, and jarred him back to reality. The words had come from Stu, who had lifted his head up and looked at him pleadingly. Despite them, he got the joke and chuckled softly.


Tellarites, on average, had worse eyesight than humans. Their hearing, however, was much better. Drohna stopped speaking and glared towards them. “Is their something that you would like to add to this briefing, Captain Fritter?” He asked impatiently, sounding annoyed at the interruption.


Stu sat up and shook his head, “No, sir,” he said contritely, although the corners of his mouth curled upwards in a guilty little grin, they way that they had used to when they would get in trouble at the Academy.


The drone was apparently satisfied by that answer, because he turned back to his hologram of Cardassian space. Fortunately, before he could start speaking again, Admiral Nechayev cleared her throat and stood up. “Admiral Drohna,” she said respectfully, “If it's acceptable to you, I propose that we should break for a while.”


Drohna nodded, “Very well, then. We will reassemble back in this room at sixteen hundred hours.” With a flourish, he deactivated the hologram and stepped down off of the dais. Farrell breathed a loud sigh of relief and stood up, feeling the blood rush to his head as he did so.


“And when he gets to heaven,” Farrell said, quoting an old joke from the Cardassian Front, “To Saint Peter he will tell, another one reporting sir, I've done my time in hell.” Both Alyssa and Stu smiled appreciatively as they filed out of the room, eager for escape.


As they neared the observation lounge for another go at the buffet table, Farrell felt a slight tap on his shoulder. He turned to see Captain Stone standing there, an expectant smile on his face. “James,” he said, “Could I have a moment?”


Farrell nodded, “I'll be back in a bit,” he told Stu and Alyssa, and then followed Stone down the corridor in the opposite direction. Had he been back at the Academy, being hauled off alone by a senior officer would have been a very bad sign indeed. Now, he was mainly curious as to what was so important that it couldn't be said over a shrimp cocktail.


Stone led him to a private office, and gestured for him to enter. His sense of ease took a sharp turn for the worse when he saw Admiral Nechayev sitting behind a thin, sparsely appointed desk. She looked up and smiled, and he got the distinct impression that it did not come naturally to her.


“Sit down, please, Captain,” she pointed to a single chair before her. He looked nervously over his shoulder at Stone, who smiled reassuringly. Farrell braced himself for the worst and sat down uneasily. With any other admiral, he would have felt more at ease, but Nechayev's reputation as a somewhat ruthless hatchet man had proceeded her in his case. She sat properly before him, with her arms crossed on the desktop.


“May I ask what this is about, Admiral?” Up until now, his only dealings with any superior officer, at least face to face, had been Admiral Hoyt, with whom he could be a little more insubordinate. He wasn't savvy on his chances of pulling such an act in his present company.


Behind him, Stone stepped inside and the doors closed ominously behind him. Nechayev nodded at him, “Of course, Captain. We have a mission for you.”


At those words, Farrell felt himself begin to relax. A mission was something that he could handle. Regardless of its inherent danger, stupidity, or combination of both. They were what he had always been able to do, although his quality of work varied.


“And what would that be?” He asked, wondering why, of all the captains at the briefing, they had chosen him. The odds of it being dangerous and probably suicidal had seemed to skyrocket.


“It's a simple retrieval mission,” Nechayev explained reasonably, “A month or so ago, the Cardassians allowed a group of Federation aid workers to establish a field hospital on the fifth planet of the Krulak system.”


Krulak. He had been there before, although he had gone to the second planet to rescue the survivors of the Knife team. A flood of memories rushed through his mind. Corporal Lockwood, his eyes wild with understandable rage at being left behind. The body of that unknown Marine, floating face down in the muddy waters of the river, bobbing with the current even as his corpse was tangled in the vegetation. It was a hell of a final resting place.


“You were there last year,” Stone said from behind him. Obviously, he had come along either as an extra incentive for him to accept, or because it was his idea in the first place. “You're familiar with the system?”


“Vaguely,” Farrell answered truthfully, “I wasn't exactly on a planetary survey.”


Nechayev smiled again, “No, of course not. In short, Captain, ever since they halted their invasion, the Klingons have been probing Cardassian lines, looking for a weak spot where they can break through.”


Farrell had heard as much during the briefing. “I'm going to assume that the Krulak system is that weak point?”


“That's correct, Captain. Starfleet Intelligence believes that the Klingons will launch an attack within the week. Given the current state of the Cardassian fleet, we believe that their chances of repelling such an attack to be minimal.”


“It's time to get the civilians out of there, Captain,” Stone interjected.


“That's it?” He was surprised by how simple it all seemed. This was the sort of milk run that any first year captain could run. Perhaps he had overestimated his own importance?


“Your orders are simple,” Nechayev kept going, “You are to proceed at best possible speed to the Krulak system, evacuate any and all Federation citizens, and then return with them to the Federation.” From her tone of voice, she made it seem about as routine as a cargo run from Earth to Mars. Something definitely wasn't right.


Being that he was in the presence of his superiors, even one whom he admired and respected greatly, he knew that he was being lied to. Nechayev and Stone were both blowing sunshine up his ass, but whatever it was didn't seem readily apparent.


“That's it?” he repeated, his confusion and unease both spiking upwards.


“I realize that it doesn't exactly seem like a crucial operation,” Nechayev replied soothingly, “But it's important. Those aid workers are in great danger, and the Cardassians have informed us that they cannot guarantee their safety if the Klingons attack the system. As a result, we have decided to extract them.”


He had been on 'extraction' missions before. The last time around, aside from his unauthorized little trip to Cardassia the year before, had been ten years ago, when he had gotten hit for the first, and hopefully last, time. “What if they don't want to come?” The problem with civilians, aside from the fact that they were mostly pampered idiots who lacked an ounce of common sense, was that they fell outside of the chain of command. As a result, they had a hard time following orders.


“There is that possibility,” Nechayev admitted, “Ideally, that won't be an issue. However, the best laid plans of mice and men notwithstanding, if they do decide to stay, then you cannot force them to go against their will.”


No, he realized with a hint of bitterness, heaven forbid that anyone try to do what was best for them. He reflected on the mission where he had gotten shot. If that stupid doctor hadn't tried to argue with them, they would have reached the LZ ages before the Cardassians, and he would never have been forced out of the SEALs with a serious disruptor wound.


There was something else that was nagging at him. “The Cardassians are all right with all of this? I don't think that they'll be exactly thrilled with the idea of a Federation ship flying through their space.”


“To be blunt, Captain, the Cardassians have more pressing concerns. They have agreed to provide your ship with safe passage both to, and from, the Krulak system. When you arrive at your predetermined coordinates, there will be a warship there to rendezvous with you and escort you to the system.”


That eased his mind somewhat, but there was still another rather large, shaggy elephant standing in the corner. “Does Starfleet know exactly when the Klingons are planning to attack Krulak?” The idea of flying through a fleet of Klingon battle cruisers to get a bunch of do-gooder doctors really didn't appeal to him in the least.


“That's the kicker,” Stone spoke again, “We have no idea when they will attack, only that it will be sooner rather than later.”


He wanted to ask how they had gotten their information, but he decided against it. On the surface, the Federation was a benevolent utopia, where poverty and war had been eradicated. While that was largely true, there was a seedier underbelly where certain people labored in the shadows. He himself had seen that world close up, and he had little desire to see it again. As one of his history instructors at the Academy had so cynically told him: peace at home can often only be obtained through violence done elsewhere.


Still, that wasn't a major hurdle. The way he looked at it, the Klingons would either be there, or they wouldn't. If not, then all the better. If they were, then he would have to improvise, and he was usually better when he did that than when he tried to plan things ahead of time.


“What are my rules of engagement?”


“You may defend yourself if fired upon, of course,” Nechayev replied, “But otherwise, do not engage. We're not technically at war with the Klingons yet, Captain. It would be a shame if it started this way.”


Translation: if you can get the civvies out, then do it. If the Klingons get between you and them, then they're expendable. He nodded, digesting the information. It was standard operating procedure, as far as the Intelligence types were concerned. He was reminded of the old joke that had been quite popular when he had been on the Front– Starfleet Intelligence: We Bet Your Life.


“As it stands, Captain,” Nechayev continued when it became evident that he had nothing further to offer, “You will finish the briefing for today. In the meantime, you will offload any and all nonessential personnel from the Repulse. As soon as that is completed, then you will proceed to your rendezvous with the Cardassian warship. If everything goes according to plan, then you should be back within a few days.”


According to plan? He had wanted to remind her of an Irishman named Murphy and a peculiar set of laws that he had, but he held his tongue. The concept of offloading the nonessential personnel and leaving them on the starbase was curious, as well. He took it as confirmation that Starfleet Intelligence had absolutely no idea what the Klingons were planning, and that he could very well be sailing into the middle of a war zone.


On the bright side, that could also mean that they were wrong about Krulak altogether, and that he was actually going someplace that the Klingons considered to be about as valuable as a sack full of targ dung.


The rest of the briefing went fairly quickly, and he told them that he would do his best to carry out the mission with a minimum of complications. When it was done, he wandered back to the observation lounge. He caught up with Captain Stone on the way back.


“You could have told me earlier that I was headed into a gorram ambush,” he said, more than a bit of anger creeping into his voice.


“I'm sorry, James,” Stone earnestly, “I only found out myself just now. If I had known earlier, I would have told you that it was coming.”


Farrell accepted the apology, believing that Stone had no reason to lie to him. “I guess this means that we won't be having dinner later,” he offered.


“Not tonight,” Stone confirmed, “But hopefully we'll still be here when you get back.”


He found Alyssa standing near the buffet table, talking with Stu. While he was glad to see that his possible girlfriend could stand to be in the presence of someone that he actually liked, he was concerned that Stu would do what he normally did– which was tell stories that, while admittedly hilarious, often cast him in a somewhat immature, negative light.


He inserted himself between them and politely asked Stu to leave them alone for a moment. Stu, who was sipping at another glass of his special punch, just shrugged and walked away, not looking particularly miffed. When he was gone, he quickly filled her in on what the meeting had been about.


“You're leaving?” Alyssa said, sounding equal parts angry and concerned.


“I can't really talk about it,” he replied honestly, “I don't even have a choice in the matter. It came straight from the top.”


As logical as the explanation sounded to him, he knew that Alyssa, deep down, was a woman. Because of that, she would take every opportunity to bust his balls about it. Fortunately for him, her training as a Starfleet officer apparently compelled her to wait for a more discreet time to do so.


Look on the bright side, he thought to himself as he made a cracker sandwich out of the available meats and cheeses, You could just as easily get killed out there. Then you wouldn't have to listen to her tear you a new one.


“Attention, everyone,” the same commander as before announced loudly, “The briefing will now resume.” In any other environment, such a statement would have been met with a collective groan of disappointment, but they were all much too professional for such behavior.


Cursing, Farrell crammed the whole hastily assembled sandwich into his mouth and joined the others.
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Dr. Zhurova felt her hands clench in frustration beneath the table in the Repulse's observation lounge as she listened to Captain Farrell summarize the mission briefing that he had received from Admiral Nechayev.


It had started out as such a lovely day, too. She had met Marsha shortly after she had beamed over to the starbase. They had shared a passionate embrace that had lasted too soon, and then busied themselves with a lovely lunch. Later, in Marsha's quarters, they had just been settling in for what had seemed to be an exciting evening when her combadge had beeped and Captain Farrell had summoned her back to the ship for a mission briefing.


Then again, she supposed that she shouldn't have been too surprised by what had happened. Her life had an unfortunate tendency to unfold in the opposite way in which she planned. If she had been left to her own devices, she wouldn't even be aboard a starship at that moment, or even in a uniform to begin with. She had always wanted to dance in the Bolshoi, but her father had had other ideas for his darling little girl.


Her father's selfishness aside, she would have settled for a couple of days with Marsha before being hauled off to the next port of call.


It's all so unfair, she said to herself, barely paying any attention to what the captain was saying. She found his insistence that she even be present for the briefing to be annoying. She was a doctor, not a bridge officer. If people were hurt, she helped them. The particulars of how it had come to pass were of no concern to her. If she had things her way, then she would never set foot on the bridge unless there was some sort of emergency.


In truth, she found life aboard a starship to be boring, by and large. She had never longed for the stars, or for the rush of exploration. She had often thought that she would be happier serving on a starbase or on a planet – somewhere where there was a stable, solid community for herself to immerse herself in. She had even considered putting in for a transfer, but she knew that such a request would be frowned upon by Starfleet. As far as they were concerned, a doctor shouldn't want to be anywhere else but on a starship. A desire for anything else would be seen as abnormal, and that could hurt her career, in the long run.


The irony of being concerned about a career that she had never wanted in the first place didn't escape her attention. There had been plenty of times that she had seriously considered walking away and going to start her own private practice somewhere. For some reason, still unknown to her, she had never followed through on the idea, and instead she had drifted from assignment to assignment, putting down just enough roots to keep her there, but never enough to make it feel like being at home.


As the captain talked, she looked around the table, taking in everyone around her. To her right was Sanderson, their pilot, who seemed genuinely excited at the prospect of a mission behind enemy lines. She didn't know him all that well, but he was nice enough, she supposed. Beside him was Kovax, the youngest member of the senior staff. Unlike most Bolians, he tended to be withdrawn and introverted, although he also seemed nice. Across from her was Kate, who she genuinely adored. She was a sweet woman, and she radiated a sense of compassion and understanding that she found hard not to like. Of everyone on the ship, she was closest with Kate, although that wasn't saying terribly much.


On the other side of her was Commander Rice, or Dave, as he preferred to be called. He was a hard one to read. On the surface, he seemed a peculiar mixture of relaxed and condescending, who made no secret of his lack of interest in Starfleet. On this matter, they shared a common belief. Underneath the exterior, however, she suspected that he harbored some deep loyalties. Although she had never been sure exactly where they might lay.


Across from her was Lieutenant Mbeka, who remained inscrutable. The man seemed to have no other passions in his life aside from his job. He had made no efforts to make friends, and indeed he seemed to have made a concerted attempt to keep everyone at arms length. Still, she knew that he was a competent enough officer, and she supposed that was enough for him to get by.


Commander Grant was another mystery to her. She seemed, at times, as if she could be someone that she could have been good friends with, if only either one of them were able to let their professional guard down long enough for that to happen. She liked Commander Grant, and respected the professionalism with which she approached her career. She somewhat envied her as well, for she was a woman who knew exactly what she wanted out of her life, and who was not afraid to do what she had to do in order to get it.


At the head of the table, still talking, was Captain Farrell. On a personal level, the captain seemed nice enough. He had shown, on occasions, a genial and self-deprecating sense of humor that she found refreshing from a man of his standing. She also knew that he cared deeply about both his crew and the Federation in general, as much as he tended to complain about it. On a professional level, however, she detested him. He was a soldier. He roamed the galaxy, leaving only death and destruction in his wake. As someone who was sworn to help people, she found the idea of a profession that existed in order to do the exact opposite to be an offensive concept. She had seen too many torn and mangled bodies to think that there was any glory to be found in what Farrell represented.


At long last, the captain finished speaking, and he opened the floor up to questions and concerns. His final comment had been that they would begin offloading the non-essential personnel, and she could tell that it sent a ripple of surprise through everybody present.


“Are we expecting a fight, sir?” Sanderson asked, his voice a mixture of excitement and anxiety.


Farrell shrugged, “I don't know, and Starfleet Intelligence doesn't think so,” he said, “But we have to be prepared for the possibility. Hopefully, this will end up being a boring milk run.”


“What are our rules of engagement?” Mbeka inquired, seemingly more interested than he had been in days.


“Don't fire unless fired upon,” the captain replied, sounding somewhat bored. It was hard to tell, but she could have sworn that Mbeka looked disappointed by the response. The thought of someone actually wanting a fight was alien to her.


That seemed to satisfy everyone, at least for the time being. They pushed away from the table, almost in unison, and rose to their feet. One by one, they filed out and into the short corridor that led to the bridge. Zhurova felt relief when she finally stepped into the turbolift that would take her down to her quarters. She wanted another opportunity to talk to Marsha before she had to leave. Hopefully, they would be back in a few days.


Farrell was in his ready room when the chime came. “Come in,” he called absently, not bothering to look up to see who entered. When his eyes finally left his computer monitor, he was surprised to see Dave's daughter standing expectantly before him.


It had been years since he had seen Ally, at least in the flesh, so to speak. The last time had been shortly before they had shipped out for the first time aboard the Courageous. Dave had invited him for dinner at their home just outside of Norman, Oklahoma. It had been a wonderful meal, made with real food, and the girls, who had been awkward teenagers at the time, had bugged him endlessly for exciting stories about being in space.


However, the awkward teenager he remembered had filled out. She was short, probably standing at about halfway over five feet, but she had full, almost cherubic features and mouth that always seemed on the verge of breaking out into a wide grin. He had to admit that she was attractive, but he forced himself to try and imagine Dave naked in an effort to balance things out a bit.


“What can I do for you, Cadet?” He asked professionally. He had been concerned, at first, that having a prior history with Ally could turn problematic. Those concerns were still there, but so far they had been baseless.


Ever her father's daughter, she cut right to the chase. “Sir, I would like to request permission to remain aboard during our mission.”


“Denied,” he replied, without even thinking about it.


“Captain–”


He held up a hand to stop her before she even got started, “It's nothing personal, Cadet,” he told her, “But my orders were clear. I am to offload all non-essential personnel at the starbase before proceeding, and non-essential means you.” He sat back in his chair, wondering if he should explain things further, in the end, he decided against it.


“Sir, I feel that I can be an asset to this mission.” She was determined and fiery, much as her old man was when he got his blood up about something. He wondered idly if Starfleet was really ready to have two Rice's in the fleet at the same time.


“I'm sure you can,” he lied, “But that's not the point.” He fiddled with his thumbs, pondering the implications. As much as he wanted to deny it, there was a personal connection there. Not so much between him and Ally, but between himself and Dave. Dave was probably his best friend, and she was his daughter. If he took her along and something happened, Dave would never forgive him . . . and the truth was that he would never be able to forgive himself, either.


She was still waiting for him to speak, “Cadet, the truth is, that I can't bring you along. If I did, and something happened–”


“This has nothing to do with my father,” she said angrily, obviously offended by the implication, “I am going to be a Starfleet officer. I came here to learn how a starship operates. I can't think of a better way of learning than this, Captain.”


Her enthusiasm was kind of touching, in a way. He looked back on his own life and found himself wondering if he had ever been that fired up about being in Starfleet or about his supposed duty to the Federation. He couldn't be sure. It had been too long, and whatever youthful naiveté that he had once possessed had long since been colored by his experiences with the other side of the coin. 


“I see your logic,” he admitted, “But my answer is still no. If something happened out there, your mom would hunt me down and beat the shit out of me.” He had hoped that his joke would smooth things a bit, but judging from the look on her face, it had fallen flat.


She stiffened, adopting a position that was relatively close to attention. “Aye, sir,” she said tightly, “I understand.” Her tone of voice indicated that she felt the exact opposite, but if she told the truth too much, she'd spend her entire career down in the transporter room with Killcreek.


He wanted to explain further, but there was nothing more to be said. Anything more would be highly inappropriate. “Dismissed,” he ordered weakly.


As she departed, he sighed heavily. He knew that he had made the right decision, but that didn't make him feel any better. It was strange, but he had found that feeling bad usually meant that he had made the right decision, for better or for worse. 


It had taken nearly two hours to offload the majority of the non-essential personnel. Out of a crew complement of a little over eight hundred people, roughly a quarter of those were deemed extraneous. They were mostly from the various science departments, as well as some of the operations and support staff. The counselors were also not required, but Dr. Potter had begged and cajoled his way into staying on board, arguing that because he was a doctor, and thus could be handy in a fight.


To simplify matters, the Repulse had docked with the station, and those that were staying behind streamed out of one of the main airlocks on the saucer section. Most of them didn't look happy to be going, but they buoyed their spirits with the fact that they could spend the next few days on an unexpected R & R aboard Starbase 375.


Commander Grant stood beside the airlock, overseeing the evacuation with a trained, dispassionate eye. On the other side of the airlock, helping to manage the flow, was Ensign Kraft, one of the junior security officers, who was staying behind in case things took a turn for the worse.


Captain Farrell had also come down to reassure everyone that they would be back soon, and encouraging those who were leaving to try and enjoy themselves while they could. He found that his words were having little effect. The very fact that the mission was deemed dangerous enough to warrant an evacuation meant that everyone knew that there was a good chance that things could take a sharp turn for the worse.


“I'm glad I ain't goin' with 'em,” A familiar voice noted in his ear.


Master Chief Petty Officer Michael Baxter was known and feared throughout the ship, mostly by reputation and tales of terror told by those crewmen who had dared to cross him. Farrell looked over at him and smiled, “What's the matter, Master Chief?” He asked good naturedly, “You don't want to take a little bit of shore leave?”


Baxter shook his massive head slowly, “There's killin' to be done,” he observed seriously.


“Hopefully not,” Farrell offered quietly, not wanting to be overheard by anyone who was staying behind. He knew that decades of experience in countless battles had primed Iron Mike to always prepare for the worst, but there were times when his easy acceptance of the worst possible outcome became distressing. “It's just a simple retrieval mission. In and out. No muss, no fuss.”


Baxter stared at him for a second, conveying without words exactly how ridiculous he found Farrell's words to be. “I seem to recall,” he said slowly, “another mission like that. It was a few years back, and some dumbass looey got himself shot in the ass.”


“It was the lower back,” Farrell replied sourly.


Baxter harrumphed, “Mark my words, El-tee,” he said pointedly, “Before we get back, we'll be in a fight.”


“With who? The Klingons or the Cardassians?”


“Maybe both.”


Farrell allowed Baxter's ominous prediction to go unanswered. He really had nothing to refute it, having found that when Baxter decided to listen to his gut, not all the voices in the choir could drown it out. Instead, he silently hoped that he was just being paranoid.


He and Baxter stood in contemplative silence for another few moments, watching the exodus as it progressed. After a spell, Farrell looked up to see Dave, fighting his way through the crowd towards them. 


“Captain, can I talk to you in private for a minute?”


Farrell nodded and they walked a little further down the corridor before they ducked into a Jefferies tube access junction. When the doors closed behind them, Dave asked, “I need you to do me a favor.”


“Anything.”


“It's about Allison.”


“Don't worry, Dave,” he answered, seeing where he was going, “she's being left on the starbase. You don't need to worry about her.” In fact, he was a little bit offended by the concern on Dave's face. Did he really believe that Farrell was so heartless as to take his daughter into a potentially hostile situation?


“Actually,” Dave said nervously, rubbing at the back of his head, “I was hoping that you would let her stay on board.”


To say that the request caught him off guard would have been a vast understatement. He stared at Dave with open concern. “I already told her no,” he muttered, more impressed than angry at her gumption, “And now she tries to use you to let her stay . . . she really is a Rice.”


“She didn't say anything to me,” Dave said defensively. One of his own peeves was when people went over his head, “I could just see how upset she was at being left behind. Captain, please?”


Farrell regarded his friend for a bit, wondering if perhaps he had recently taken a blow to the head. “You do realize that there's a distinct possibility that this could turn into a real, live, shooting war, right? You want me to take her into that?”


Dave sighed, “No,” he admitted sullenly, “But she wants to go . . . James,” he pleaded, using Farrell's first name, which was a rarity, “My baby's twenty-one years old. Twenty-one! And how many of those years have I been there? Maybe five or six? In another year, she'll be graduated and off on some other assignment of her own, and who knows how long it will be before we see each other again?” He sighed and sagged against the bulkhead, obviously conflicted, “These next three months were supposed to be our time together. It's all I've got, and I don't want to miss any of it, even if it's only a few days.”


Farrell was impressed. Normally, the only emotions that Dave ever showed were anger and joy. To see his friend stripped so bare was a bit discomfiting, even to him. He was silent for a long while, pondering the implications. If anything happened . . . Finally, he blew out a long breath and tapped his combadge. “Captain Farrell to Cadet Rice.”


“Go ahead, Captain,” even through the combadge, he could still detect the traces of anger and disappointment in her voice. He had a sudden, masochistic desire to see if he could get her assigned to the ship after her graduation, if only to see how long it took two Rice's to drive him out the airlock.


“Stow your trash, Cadet,” he said, trying to sound officious and in charge, “You report for duty with Lieutenant Mbeka at zero-eight-hundred hours tomorrow morning.” Even as he said the words, he wondered if he wasn't allowing his friendship to color his better judgment. Even with Dave's request for her to stay, he was still painfully aware that he could wind up on the wrong side of her father's anger if anything were to happen to Allison. Of course, if that were to come to pass, Dave being mad at him would be the least of the tragedy.


“Thank you, sir,” Ally practically shouted, “You won't regret this!”


He knew that there was a good chance that he might, but he would have to burn that bridge when and if he came to it. “Just make sure that you don't sleep in,” he said, and then tapped the combadge again, closing the channel. “She seems happy,” he noted.


Dave smiled, “Thank you, Captain. Really, I mean it.” He sighed and leaned against the bulkhead, “She really came to you and requested permission to stay aboard?”


“Yep.”


He shook his head, “I never knew that she had those kind of balls.”


Farrell smiled, “I'd hope not. It would be a waste of a good thing.”


Dave raised an eyebrow, “What do you mean?”


Realizing that he had stumbled into an ambush, he tried to cover his tracks, “Well, she's a very pretty girl,” he said awkwardly, fully aware of how creepy such a sentiment could be construed as.


Frowning, Dave glared at him, “She's a precious angel, and anyone who says otherwise is getting a punch in the mouth.” Despite the seriousness of the words, Farrell could sense the fact that Dave was merely playing along with him.


Sensing an opportunity, Farrell grinned, “I don't see why you're so defensive, Dave. I don't even think she's yours. I think Nancy cheated on you.”


As they left the small room, Dave punched him on the arm, “Hold your tongue. She's mine.”


Farrell looked at him, “Dave, come on. There is no way that she shares your mongrel blood.”


Rather than continue the conversation, Dave just shook his head and laughed. “Maybe not,” he played along, “Still, I do appreciate you letting her stay aboard. It means a lot . . . to both of us.” Farrell got the feeling that he wasn't going to get anymore of a thank you than that, so he let the matter rest.


“I want that request in writing,” he said to Dave.


Dave raised a curious eyebrow. “Why?”


“So that way, if anything happens, I can show it to Nancy and she'll blame you instead of me.”
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“Captain's Log: Stardate 49211.6. The Repulse has departed Starbase 375, and we are currently en route to rendezvous with a Cardassian warship near the border.”


From tactical, Mbeka waited patiently as Captain Farrell recorded his official log entry. When the captain turned off the recorder and sat back in his chair, seemingly content, Mbeka turned to Cadet Rice and pointed at a reading on the tactical console.


“This indicator here will give you the overall shield integrity for the ship. If you want to identify specific areas of the grid that may be weaker or stronger than others, you just hit this button here,” he tapped the appropriate control, and a schematic of the ship's deflector grid appeared, glowing green to show that everything was running at optimal efficiency.


Rice nodded briskly, seemingly fascinated by everything that he had shown her so far. In contrast to his somewhat steely demeanor, he genuinely enjoyed training and passing along his wealth of knowledge to younger officers. The instructors at Starfleet Academy were good, but they tended to be somewhat isolated from new developments. As a result, there were certain things that cadets and younger officers could only learn out in the field.


So far, he was highly impressed with his charge. While her father may have been, in his opinion anyway, something of a layabout– the younger Rice seemed driven by an almost compulsive need to learn and to impress. He had heard that she was on the command track at the Academy, and he had to concur that it seemed like a natural fit. She had a good head on her shoulders, although her actual knowledge with how things worked was understandably rough. In another couple of decades, though, she would probably be right at home on the bridge of a starship of her own.


Until then, she had a lot to learn. Tomorrow, she would be working with Lieutenant Chandler, getting some experience with the science operations. So he only had a few more hours to impart what wisdom that he could.


Truth be told, he was somewhat grateful for something to do while he was on duty. Normally, he stood patiently at his station, occasionally running the odd simulation, until his shift ended. While he did believe that vigilance was a valuable asset for a bridge officer to have, he also had to admit that it was nice to be able to have someone to work with to help and pass the time.


It could have been worse, he mused. If he had been forced to spend a few days orbiting around that starbase, then he probably would have come close to cracking. Now, however, they had a mission to complete and a goal to focus on, which was how he preferred things to be.


He knew that he was not alone in his beliefs, either. Some of the younger officers, after having spent nearly two years aboard the ship with only a few opportunities to showcase their talents, had been eager for the opportunity to head into a potentially hostile situation. When he had briefed his security staff that morning, there had been a palpable sense of anticipation in the air. Ensign Kraft and Ensign Hayes had looked like they were ready to explode out of sheer delight.


They'll learn soon enough, he told himself. Thanks to the rigorous training schedule that had been implemented by Master Chief Baxter, he was confident that his people would be able to handle whatever the Klingons could throw at them, if it came down to that.


In the meantime, there was still plenty to be done. Starfleet may have considered this a milk run, but he had no intention of going into Cardassian space, Klingons or no, without making sure that the ship and her crew were in fighting trim. He had no illusions about the consequences that could arise from being sloppy or careless.


He took a step back from the console and gestured for Cadet Rice to take over. She hesitated for only a brief moment before stepping forward and taking his place. Her hands moved gracefully over the controls as she immediately began a systems check. It was standard procedure whenever you relieved someone from their post, a measure designed to ensure that one wasn't taking over a station that had somehow been compromised. Even though she had watched him run through one just a few minutes ago, she still performed her own, as per regulations. He nodded approvingly, but said nothing.


For the next hour or so, he stood back and allowed her to fill in at tactical. If an emergency arose, he would have relieved her instantly, no matter how competent she may have seemed. He showed her his simulation program, and she ran through a couple of the easier levels, taking on birds of prey and Maquis raiders and the like. She did well, but obviously not as well as either himself or Lieutenant Wade, his second in command. Still, she showed promise, and if she requested a transfer to tactical operations, he wouldn't have been opposed to such a decision.


“How's it coming, Cadet?” Captain Farrell asked from his chair. Across from them, Commander Grant, who stood at the auxiliary console, looked over expectantly.


“I'm learning a lot, Captain,” she answered, her voice flat and professional, “Lieutenant Mbeka is an excellent teacher.”


Farrell looked over his shoulder at them and smiled, locking his eyes on Mbeka's, “Yes,” he agreed, “He's a regular teddy bear.”


Mbeka heard a subtle snicker from the front of the bridge, but he couldn't tell if it had been Sanderson or Kovax who had made it. Most likely Sanderson, he concluded. Their helmsman may have been skilled, but he lacked the air of professionalism that he would have preferred. As per the captain's comment, he said nothing. He knew Farrell's personality required him to appear gregarious and somewhat off-kilter. While he often found himself wishing that Farrell were a more traditional officer, he had supreme confidence in him if it came down to a combat situation. Likewise, he knew that the captain place a great deal of faith in his abilities, and that was all he needed to know. Besides, his own internal sense of discipline would not have allowed him to take offense, even if he had wanted to.


When he had been at the Academy, they had all been required to train for crowd control, where they were expected to remain calm and impassive no matter what happened. They had been shown an old video of a masked protester confronting a soldier at a protest. The man had been literally a few centimeters from the soldier's face, shouting as loud as he could. The soldier, for his part, may well have been a statue for all the emotion that he had displayed. That was the ideal, an almost Vulcan detachment and sense of things. No matter what happened, one had to keep his wits about him. In combat, as in life, it was the cooler heads who often accomplished the most.


Combat. The prospect was, admittedly, an exciting one for Lieutenant Sanderson. Like everyone else in the Federation, he had heard everybody tell him that war was a terrible thing and it should never happen. Naturally, those were the same people who always told him that he should actually try something before he spoke badly of it, so he took their advice with a grain of salt. Of course, he didn't want a real war, just a nice little skirmish to break up the mission for a little while.


He had been in one firefight in his career, a small battle over Tulekkis III a few months after he had come aboard. The exhilaration that had come from actually using all of his considerable skill and cunning in a life or death situation had been intoxicating. Best of all, no one had been badly hurt and they had emerged from it intact, thanks in no small part to his own contribution to the affair. The matter had remained classified by Starfleet, unfortunately, so he had received no official recognition for his acts. By and large, that was all right by him, although he would have preferred a shiny medal or a not of commendation in his file. He had the respect of his peers, and that was enough.


That fight, though, had been against a few lightly armed patrol ships. The idea of going toe to toe with a Klingon warship was something that he was eager to try. The Klingons may have been fearsome warriors, but he knew that he was a better pilot than any of them.


The captain had tried to downplay their risks in his mission briefing, but Sanderson had caught the subtle hint– that completing their mission may involved them having to either outfight or outrun the Klingons. Either way, it would be a welcome relief from the routine boredom that he had become accustomed to ever since he had begun his career in Starfleet.


As he leaned back in his chair and watched the stars streak by on the viewscreen, he couldn't help but go over the imaginary battle in his mind. He did a lot of day dreaming on the bridge. Whenever they were at warp, the computer did everything for him, since no organic life form that he had ever heard of could process the billions of calculations per second that were required to keep a ship at warp. So, with nothing to talk about unless Captain Farrell was on the bridge– which was a rare enough occurrence– he merely sat there and pretended that he was doing something else.


It was ironic. When he had been younger, he would often allow his mind to escape the boring chores and other tasks that he had been forced to do by escaping into his childhood fantasies of Starfleet. Now that he was there, he would fantasize about being somewhere else. Captain Farrell sometimes liked to say that there wasn't any justice in the universe, and he found himself agreeing with the sentiment more and more as time went by.


Beside him, Andy busied himself with routine diagnostics and other stuff that he didn't understand. Being responsible for the computer was a big job, but it was also one that he could do from his post on the bridge. As a result, he normally has something to occupy his time, even if it was just trying to coax a few more calculations per second out of the already hyper-efficient main computer.


He had become a pilot because it had always seemed daring and adventurous. Now, however, he found himself envying the other positions more. Andy had his computers to play with. Kate could always run scans or read through databases. Mbeka was always doing those battle simulations.  The captain could go to his ready room. And Dave . . . well, Dave spent most of his days napping in his office in main engineering, so he supposed that he had it best of all.


Of course, when he had signed up, he had wanted to fly fighters. In one of those things even the most routine of maneuvers was exciting. Not to mention, the ladies loved fighter jocks. If he hadn't had the bad luck to graduate from the Academy a year too late, then he would be there right now, flying around in his own ship, and generally being the hotshot that he had always wanted to be.


I mean, really, how creative can you get with a starship? The vast majority of maneuvers that he could perform were already stored in the computer, and all he had to do was activate them and the rest just kind of happened. Unless things got really bad, there was no need for a ship the size of the Repulse to be doing anything that outlandish. The exception, as always, were certain specific circumstances, like Tulekkis.


Or a fight with some Klingons.


Kate Chandler was largely engrossed in the text that scrolled across her screen. The subject matter wasn't terribly interesting to her, but she knew that she would be showing Dave's daughter around tomorrow, and she wanted to be prepared for any questions that came her way. She was the head science officer on board, after all, and it wouldn't be good if she got caught flat-footed by some question that she hadn't been prepared for.


In a lot of ways, being the head science officer was something of a misnomer. Since she was expected to oversee all of the departments, she ended up doing a lot of paperwork and not a lot of research. She couldn't spend all day immersed in stellar cartography or in exobiology. She had to be a little bit of everything and, too often, a master of nothing.


That said, she had enjoyed the last few months. They had gotten the opportunity to chart some interesting, if not especially unique, planets and other stellar bodies. She had even been able to beam down to a couple of them and collect some samples that, sadly, sat neglected in the lab, waiting until she had the time to spend perform some in depth analysis. She could have handed it off to someone else, but she selfishly hoped that there would be some great discovery to be had, and that when she found it, it would be hers alone.


She knew that she was largely alone in her desire for genuine exploration among the senior officers. The captain wanted to serve the Federation, as did Lieutenant Mbeka. Commander Grant wanted to advance her career. Sandy, as much as she loved him, just wanted to have a good time, and Kovax always seemed more interested in his computers than in anything that happened around him. Dr. Zhurova came close, but she seemed unhappy somehow, as if she would rather be elsewhere. She had wanted to broach the subject with her, but she felt that it was probably a private matter, and had left it alone. Dave just seemed bored all of the time, although he was nice enough.


At first, that had bothered her, although she had since made peace with it. She had come to realize that everybody got to have their moments. Those times where their interests and the needs of the Federation coincided and allowed them to shine. Rather than dwell on the lack of those opportunities, she had decided instead to embrace the ones that came.


Even this mission, in which she suspected she would be largely a spectator, appealed to her. It was a good cause. The thought of getting to rescue people from certain death, and most likely without having to hurt anyone in order to do it, seemed incredibly noble to her. She knew that it appealed to everyone else, as well, although she got the distinct suspicion that some of them were looking for a fight.


At her graduation ceremony at the Academy, the speaker had said something that had always resounded a sour note with her. He had said that Starfleet's purpose was not to start wars, but to end them. On the surface, the words seemed innocuous and even a little enlightened, but there had been something in his tone of voice that had seemed almost fascist. As if he had been saying that it was the duty of Starfleet to make peace, regardless of the wishes of anyone else.


As much as she believed that they way of peace was always the correct one, the thought of imposing such beliefs through force struck her as morally wrong. Her father had always liked to say that fighting for peace was like having sex for virginity. Needless to say, she hadn't dared to repeat those words around people like Captain Farrell, and she had no illusions about what someone like Master Chief Baxter would have to say about them.


The paper that she was reading, a recent study about some of the more interesting social habits of a type of Efrosian primate, was staring to drag on, descending into pompous narcissism by the author, so she closed it and called up another file. As it came up on the screen, she looked around the bridge, taking in the faces of the men and women that she had known for nearly two years now. It amazed her how little they all knew each other. Aside from Sandy, Andy and Dr. Zhurova, her knowledge about most of her colleagues was fairly limited.


The captain, it seemed, always had other things on his mind. On more than a few occasions, she would watch him sitting in his chair and seemingly staring off into nothing. Sandy did that too, but whereas she always suspected that he was merely daydreaming, she got the distinct feeling that the captain was almost somewhere else, as if he were dealing with things that were so emotionally overwhelming that he just shut down.


Much like the captain, she didn't see much of Dave, either. Most of the time, he just complained and tried to see how far he could push the captain before he was told to shut up. Ever since his daughter had come aboard, however, he seemed like a different man. He came off as more enthusiastic and energetic than she had ever seen him before. It was a good change for him, and she hoped that it would last beyond his daughter's visit and become a more permanent thing.


Commander Grant had even seemed happier since her promotion had come through. For a woman like her, where her career came first, she knew that getting one more rung up the latter was a great accomplishment. Still, she couldn't help but feel, somewhat condescendingly, that it was fairly hollow way to live ones life.


Then there was Lieutenant Mbeka. Frankly, she didn't think that he was a puzzle that she was ever going to solve, no matter how long they served together. The man seemed to have no substance beyond his duty, and he may as well have been a robot otherwise. Then again, Kovax had gone on an away mission with him once, and he had said that Mbeka had been downright chatty. She wasn't sure what to make of the whole thing. Maybe one day she'd get to see the other side of him. 
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Farrell felt a small twinge of disconcerting unease in his gut as he watched the sleek, disquieting form of the Cardassian warship on the viewscreen. The ocher-colored ship, a Galor-class cruiser, sat silently in space, awaiting their arrival.


“ETA?” He asked, making an effort to keep his voice as calm and as impassive as humanly possible.


“We should cross the border and rendezvous with the Cardassian ship in four minutes, Captain,” Sanderson reported from the helm. He, too, sounded somewhat on edge as he finally saw what they were headed towards.


The Cardassians. As watched the ship, his earlier thoughts that maybe he had misjudged the them melted away, replaced by the old, familiar feelings of distrust and paranoia. The last time that he had laid eyes on a ship like that had been when he had been captured by them the year before. He silently hoped that it wasn't the same ship, even though he knew that the odds were astronomical. He swallowed tightly, and felt his hands start to hurt from gripping the armrests of his chair too tightly. With effort, he forced himself to relax.


“Sir,” Kovax spoke up from ops, “we're being hailed.”


With a sharp intake of breath, he allowed his shoulders to sag somewhat. “On screen,” he ordered.


The image of the warship vanished, replaced by the visage of a Cardassian, who sat almost serenely in the chair on his bridge. “I am Gul Jimed of the Cardassian Fourth Order,” the gul said crisply, not sounding overly thrilled at having to speak with them, “Commanding the Cardassian warship Nakel. We have orders to escort you to the Krulak system.”


The Fourth Order. The Sons of Cardassia. Probably the most fanatical and feared Cardassian military force that the Federation had ever encountered. In the bad old days, the Fourth Order had seen heavy conflict with Starfleet Marines and his own SEAL team. He had learned to both fear and respect soldiers that fought with that outfit. To a man, they had been fearsome, fanatical soldiers, who viewed a death in defense of Cardassia to be the highest honor.


Farrell nodded, “Captain Farrell, of the Federation Starship Repulse.” If Jimed wasn't going to give his name, then he wouldn't, either. Two could play at that game.


Jimed's cheek twitched slightly, although Farrell wasn't sure if it was out of annoyance or for some other, unrelated reason. “It's a pleasure,” he said tonelessly, “Assume heading zero-nine-zero, mark zero-seven-seven. Maintain warp factor eight and assume position for escort. Any deviation from your flight plan without prior authorization and you will be fired upon.”


What a charming fellow, Farrell thought dryly, his anxiety draining away and being replaced by indignation. “Understood, Gul Jimed.” He nodded to Sanderson, who made the appropriate adjustments to their course and speed.


“Very well. Nakel, out.”


Jimed's face vanished, and the sight of the warship returned. After a couple of minutes, it to suddenly leapt into warp.


“The Nakel has taken up position off our port quarter,” Mbeka reported crisply, “They have their weapons charged, but they haven't locked a target yet. Should I raise shields?”


Farrell pondered the idea for a moment before discarding it. “Negative, Lieutenant,” he said, only somewhat sarcastically, “We're all friends here.”


“Maybe somebody should tell them that,” Sanderson interjected sourly.


“It's understandable that they would be nervous,” Chandler replied, and Farrell found himself somewhat annoyed that she would even think of defending them. Invasion or no, they could at least show a little manners in the whole thing.


“We didn't invade them,” Sanderson protested, “The Klingons did.”


“And we were, up until a couple of months ago, at least, fairly close with them,” Chandler said stubbornly, “They don't know whether or not we were involved. Given their state, their concern is justified.”


Sanderson looked ready to respond, but Farrell cleared his throat loudly. Sandy seemed to get the point and turned back to his instruments. Content with the sudden silence, Farrell ordered Kovax to shift the viewscreen off of the warship and back onto the star field that streaked lazily past them.


“How long until we reach the Krulak system?”


“Another day and a half at our current speed,” Sandy told him, sounding a little miffed that he had been cut off before he had been given the chance to complete his argument. In truth, Farrell agreed with him more than Chandler, but the last thing he wanted to hear at the moment was a heated debate about the Cardassians, of all things.


“Very well,” Farrell announced as he rose to his feet, “I'll be in my ready room. Commander Grant,” he said, looking in her direction as he strode into his office, “You have the conn.”


As the hours dragged past, Farrell found himself glancing nervously out of the viewport in his ready room, foolishly hoping to see the Nakel outside his window. If they had been traveling at impulse power, it might have been possible, but the fact that they were both securely ensconced in separate warp fields and moving at faster than light speeds made visibility impossible to the naked eye. The monitor on his computer, however, was a different matter altogether. The sensor data was feeding directly into it, showing the Cardassian warship as it kept a close eye on them.


His paperwork sat forgotten on his desk as he leaned back in his chair and eyed the Cardassian ship suspiciously, sipping at a glass of bourbon. The liquor did little to settle his nerves, and his mind raced with possibilities.


In a stand up fight between the two of them, the Repulse had the edge in firepower and shielding. The Cardassian ship was more maneuverable, but they were designed to operate in tight, rigid formations, using superior numbers to balance out their inherent lack of stopping potential. What worried him was not fighting the Nakel, it was being led into a trap where they would have to fight another two or three of her sister ships.


His old team leader, Lieutenant Crane, had used to give him hell for his somewhat overactive imagination. He had always been reminding him to spend his time worrying about what he could do, not about what someone else was doing. Crane had been a master at the philosophy of shutting up and doing his job with a minimum of fuss. He had done his duty, right up until the end when he had been killed on a miserable little rock called Onderac III.


If one were inspired, and had the appropriate access codes, one could read up on an after action report that Farrell had written after the firefight in which Crane had been killed. For nearly twenty hours, surrounded and running low on ammunition, his team had been locked in an intense battle with a numerically superior Cardassian force on the side of some ridge on the planet's surface. They had fought off repeated Cardassian attacks, taking heavy casualties in the process. By the time it was over, only himself, Bendis and Doc Papich had been left unscathed. The rest of the team was either dead or wounded, although a few of them had been ambulatory. When the smoke had finally cleared and they had been pulled out by a hopper– with more than a few fighters providing close air support– they had killed more than a hundred Cardassian soldiers and knocked an entire battalion out of the fighting while they were forced to retreat and lick their wounds.


For his own actions in that firefight, he had later been awarded the Medal of Honor. Crane had gone home in a box, and nothing had changed one little bit. The battle didn't even have a name, it was merely recorded by a serial number somewhere for what it was– a useless skirmish on a worthless planet in a war that seemed more and more random and meaningless as time passed by. For those of them who had been there, however, it would forever be remembered as the battle of Spoonhead Ridge. Such a racist name would never be entered into the clean and tidy databanks of the Federation, of course, but he found that strangely fitting, in a morose kind of way. A dirty name for a dirty battle in a dirty war that everyone else seemed to want to forget as quickly as possible.


He grimaced as he downed the rest of his drink. The war. Ever since they had made their rendezvous, it had been all he could think of. War never changed. No matter how righteous the cause, it was still a giant mess that benefited no one, at least no one who was directly involved. For more than two decades, the Federation and the Cardassians had been at each others throats. The war alternating between sweeping offensives, to minor skirmishes, to ceasefires and treaties and then back again. And when the shooting had stopped a few years back, no one on either side had been very happy with it. All it had cost were countless lives on both sides.


A whole generation, he thought sourly, butchered and damned.


“Bridge to Captain Farrell.”


He dismissed the unpleasant memories as best he could and tapped his combadge, “Go ahead.” What could have possibly gone wrong now?


“Sir, we're receiving another hail from the Nakel. Gul Jimed would like to speak with you.”


“Put it through in here,” he said, then had time to groan briefly before the Cardassian ship on his computer monitor was replaced by the image of her commander. Gul Jimed seemed much more relaxed than he had previously, although Farrell couldn't tell if it was because he was warming up to them, or if it was because his plan was going smoothly. He forced himself to think rationally. There was nothing for the Cardassians to gain by leading them into a trap. All it would do would get the Federation involved in war that they were already on the losing side of.


“Gul Jimed,” he greeted him, “What can I do for you?”


Jimed shifted uncomfortably in his command chair and glanced at something off screen, “Captain Farrell,” he said slowly, dipping his head in a subtle show of respect, “I would like to apologize for my earlier conduct. I was somewhat . . . brisk with you, and it was inappropriate. You and your crew are guests of the Cardassian Union, and should be treated with the utmost respect.”


Farrell kept his face impassive. He had been a 'guest' of the Cardassians before, when they had beaten him within an inch of his life and threatened him with the prospect of tasting the least desirable part of his anatomy imaginable. “There was no offense taken, Gul Jimed,” he lied smoothly, “I can only imagine what kind of stress that you must be under, given the circumstances.” It was a petty jab, but it was one that he felt that Jimed was owed.


Na-na-na-na-na, he thought, Your empire is crumbling and mine isn't.


Once again, Jimed glanced off screen, almost as if he were being coached by somebody that Farrell couldn't see. He cleared his throat before continuing, “I appreciate your understanding, Captain. But I feel that I must make amends for my behavior. Please, I would be happy to welcome you and your senior officers aboard my vessel for dinner tonight.”


If Jimed had suddenly pulled off his face and been replaced by a three headed monster, Farrell could not have been more surprised. Jimed? Inviting him to dinner. The very thought was more than a little horrifying. “I appreciate the offer,” he stammered, looking for a polite way to refuse.


“Captain,” Jimed persisted, “Please. As I said before, you are a guest, and it is customary for the commander of a Cardassian ship to host a meal for his guests. I can understand your concern, but I give you my word that you will be treated with respect and honor.”


Farrell resisted the urge to laugh in Jimed's proverbial face. The word of a Cardassian gul was worthless to him– that and few slips of latinum would get you a cup of coffee. He considered telling Jimed to go and piss up a rope, but something brought him up short. If things took a turn for the worse, he may very well end up needing Jimed's help to complete his mission. With that in mind, he forced himself to smile.


“Very well, then, Gul Jimed,” he said, hoping that his voice didn't sound too reluctant, “What time shall we beam over?”


“Nineteen-hundred hours,” Jimed replied, “Your time, of course.”


“I'll see you then,” Farrell said, suddenly feeling as if his world were spinning out of control, “Repulse, out.”


Jimed nodded before his face disappeared and was replaced once again by his ship. Farrell leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Dinner with a Cardassian gul, he mused. The prospect would have seemed ironic under any other circumstance, but now it carried with it a certain sinister undertone that he found somewhat disconcerting.


Truth be told, he wasn't sure what to expect when he beamed over. Most likely, it would a pleasant, if somewhat awkward affair, with both sides trying hard to pretend that they didn't desperately want to be elsewhere. Of course, he would be negligent if he didn't consider the possibility that he could very well materialize and find himself facing a squad of armed troops, ready to take him prisoner for God-only-knew what reason.


The Cardassians had been getting desperate, he reasoned. It was entirely possible that they would find a group of hostages to be valuable, but to what end? They had to know that the Federation would never negotiate or honor any agreement made under a death threat. Of course, that had never really deterred anyone before, so why should it now?


Spending so much time around Admiral Hoyt had produced the unfortunate side effect of making him increasingly paranoid over the years. It had occurred to him, shortly after he had been informed about the mission, that the Cardassians must have an ulterior motive for allowing them to retrieve the aid workers. After all, why should they care if a bunch of Federation civilians got massacred by the Klingons? If anything, such a thing would only help them by forcing the Federation into a potential conflict with the Klingons. If the Klingons suddenly found themselves fighting a two front war, then that would relieve a lot of the pressure that the Cardassians found themselves under. It could even allow them to go on the offensive and retake some of their lost territory.


Then again, the Federation had never really been all that enthused to go to war over the loss of a few people. There were any number of times where they had quietly looked the other way while Federation citizens were killed or threatened so as not to find themselves in a war. If anything, the loss of a bunch of civilians would only bring forth some diplomatic finger waving on behalf of the Federation Council.


Of course, if the Klingons destroyed a Federation starship that was evacuating innocent civilians from a war zone under a flag of truce . . . Well, that was a different matter entirely. The sudden implication that the Cardassians were only letting them in so they could be attacked and trigger a war was certainly uncomfortable, but he had no conclusive proof. It could just as well be that the Cardassians were being nice in an effort to curry some favor.


If Hoyt had still been around instead of languishing in the stockade on Jaros II, Farrell wouldn't have put it past him to have orchestrated the whole thing himself. It was certainly the type of devious thing that he would have found right up his alley. But no, Hoyt was in prison, where he belonged, and he got the feeling that this was just plain old stupidity and gullibility on behalf of his superiors.


Calm down, Jimbo, he cautioned himself, Leave the thinking to the professionals. No one wants you because of your smarts. They want you because you're dependable and stupid enough to try and do whatever you're told, regardless of the danger.


At some point in his career, he had made the conscious decision to stop trying and figure out what Starfleet Command was thinking. Part of him wasn't sure that he really wanted to know, and another part of him had developed his own creed when it came to these sorts of things– ignorance was bliss, and he wanted to be happy. When he had been on the Front, such thinking had made a hard, dirty job seem somewhat easier. Relieving himself of moral and ethical considerations may not have been the most 'Federation' or enlightened thing to do, but he was also fairly sure that without doing that, he would have eaten his own phaser a long time ago.


Finally, he forced himself to turn off the display of the warship on his computer and get back to work. There was still some paperwork that needed his attention before he could call it a day and prepare himself for the task of sharing a meal with a Cardassian and pretending that he would like it. As much as he had forced himself to go along with the idea, he wasn't about to just deliver his entire senior staff into the hands of the Cardassians. He would take a few of them, to show Jimed that he sort of trusted him, but leave a few of them behind in case things somehow went wrong. Someone had once said that you were only paranoid if you thought that someone was trying to kill you.


Most of his work was routine stuff. Reports that had already been signed off on by Commander Grant and the various department heads. Still, they needed his official thumb print before they could be sent up the chain to Starfleet, where they would no doubt be filed away in some quiet processing facility, never to be seen again by organic intelligence. He had often spent time wondering at the sheer amount of paperwork that Starfleet generated. If reports had still been stored on paper, he had no doubt that several entire planets would consist of nothing more than storehouses for them.


When he was finally finished with it, he glanced at the chronometer on his computer and noted that sixteen-hundred hours– when the alpha shift went off duty– was rapidly approaching. He made one final sweep of his ready room, making sure that there was nothing that needed his immediate attention, and then knocked back another two fingers worth of bourbon to steady his nerves.


When all of that was done, he tapped his combadge, “Senior officers and Master Chief Baxter,  report to the observation lounge.” He turned off his computer and sighed heavily, preparing himself for the reactions of his crew before he headed out to meet with them.


He wasn't too worried though, they would understand.
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“Are you insane?” Dave asked incredulously when Captain Farrell announced his intention for a candlelit dinner with the Cardassian gul who commanded the ship that was shadowing them. Around the table in the observation lounge, he could see that some of the others felt the same way about the whole thing as he did, although none of them were as eager to voice their objections as he was.


He watched as Farrell rolled his eyes, “Calm down, Dave,” he assured him, “It's just a dinner.”


For Dave, who would no doubt be dragged along on the captain's idiotic matchmaking expedition, it was far more than just a dinner. It was a night spent away from his daughter, made worse by the fact that he would have to spend it on another ship in the company of a bunch of people that he was not exactly excited about meeting. He had been around enough Cardassians to know that they were generally unpleasant.


He wanted to question the decision further, but knew deep down that it was pointless. When the captain made up his mind about something, it was fairly hard to change it. He was almost like a woman in that regard, stubborn and often exasperating.


A quick glance at the rest of the senior staff revealed an array of emotions, ranging from suspicion to boredom to outright hostility. Only Chandler seemed genuinely enthused by the opportunity. That didn't surprise him, though, he remembered from his Academy history classes that there had been a bunch of suckers that had once thought that Adolf Hitler was a really nice guy.


He felt somewhat buoyed by the fact that he wasn't alone in his obvious distaste for what was being proposed. The Cardassians, with the exception of perhaps the Romulans, were probably the most untrustworthy people going, and somehow he doubted that they had suddenly undergone a radical personality shift in the last couple of years.


“Captain,” Mbeka spoke up, “Will you be going alone?”


Farrell shook his head, “No. I don't want to insult the Cardassians, so I'll be bringing four people along with me.”


“I volunteer, sir,” Chandler nearly shouted. Dave rolled his eyes. Children.


Farrell smiled at her, “That's one down. Dave, you're number two.”


“That's super,” Dave replied flatly.


“I'd like to join the away team as well, Captain,” Mbeka requested, and Dave got the distinct impression that it wasn't because he was really eager to meet with the Cardassians, either.


“Negative,” Farrell told him, “Commander Grant, Lieutenant Sanderson and yourself will remain aboard the ship. If something goes wrong, then your expertise will be needed most to safeguard the ship. Master Chief Baxter will provide the security on this one.”


“I will?”


Farrell looked down the length of the table. Baxter was a rare enough site on the bridge, let alone in the observation lounge. He was obviously uncomfortable being around so many officers, and the sudden announcement that he was going to have to have a nice, relaxing meal with his old nemesis obviously wasn't helping matters.


“Of course you will,” Farrell replied, “Why the hell else would I bring you up here?”


Rather than respond with a pithy comeback, Baxter just nodded seriously, seemingly content with the captain's reasoning. Farrell looked at the Dr. Zhurova and Ensign Kovax, who had yet to be named, and made a great show of looking between them. “Which one of you two wants to come?”


Zhurova and Kovax exchanged an uneasy glance. “Oh, come on,” Farrell breathed, “It's a dinner, not a firing squad.”


“Not yet, anyway,” he heard Baxter mumble from the far end of the table.


“Fine,” Zhurova relented, “I'll go.”


Farrell clapped his hands together, “All right, then. It's settled. Assemble in transporter room two at eighteen-fifty-five hours.”


“Are we wearing dress uniforms?” Chandler asked.


“No,” Farrell answered, and Dave breathed a sigh of relief. “However,” he continued, and he felt his stomach sinking, “Everybody wear their old uniforms for tonight.”


Dave's shoulders slumped, “Why?”


“I'm not going to dinner on a Cardassian ship dressed in pajamas, Dave.”


“Well, then can I wear pajamas?”


“No.”


“But–”


“I said no, Dave.”


“Fascist,” he mumbled under his breath.


If Farrell heard him, he didn't show it. Rather, he merely stood and dismissed everybody. With the exception of Chandler, everyone who filed out of the room looked disappointed in one way or the other.


He wanted to see Allison before he left, but first he had to head down to his quarters to change. As he waited for the replicator to spit out a new uniform, he looked over his private area, which he had finally cleaned in anticipation of his daughter's visit. He knew that it would be back to normal as soon as she left, but he found that he actually enjoyed it in it's current condition. Maybe this time he would make more of an effort to keep it clean.


Not gorram likely, he thought to himself.


It had been a few minutes since the briefing, and he still wasn't happy about being dragged along. He hated eating out anywhere, let alone on a Cardassian ship. He knew, deep down, that Farrell probably wasn't thrilled with the idea, himself. Be that as it may, the captain was still making him go, so he was fair game as far as Dave was concerned.


He removed his uniform from the replicator and began to change. Ordinarily, he would have taken a sonic shower first, but hopefully the Cardassians would be so off put by his stench that they wouldn't invite him back next time.


When he had dressed, he checked the chronometer and saw that he still had a couple of hours left before he had to be anywhere. “Computer, locate Cadet Rice.”


“Cadet Rice is in Ten Forward.”


He had no illusions as to what she may have been doing there. Ten Forward was the social hub of the ship. It was also packed full of young, sexually frustrated men. Not my baby, he told himself firmly. He stomped out of his quarters and headed for the nearest turbolift. He knew that most of the crew were good people, with a couple of notable exceptions, but he would be damned if he would let any one of them touch his daughter with a ten meter pole.


As he rode the turbolift down to Ten Forward, he ran over the list of worst case scenarios. Unless he found her naked on a table with Lieutenant Janson, he was relatively sure that he could get through the next few hours without killing anyone. On second thought, he might just kill Janson anyway, because that way he could spend the evening in the brig instead of with the Cardassians. 


When he entered the room, he touched the plaque and quickly scanned the large space for his daughter. When he finally spotted her, it wasn't because of her distinctive cadet uniform– which she wasn't wearing– but because of her hair. Instead she wore a simple shirt and pants combination that  distressingly hugged her body in all the wrong places. She sat at a table under the viewport, flanked on either side by Ensigns Hayes and Kraft.


He had been on a few away missions with the two security officers, and by and large, they were competent, if otherwise unremarkable. He had started referring to them as the Glimmer Twins as sort of a joke, and he had found that it had quickly spread throughout the ship. They weren't bad kids, he supposed, but he wouldn't mind seeing them killed at the moment, either.


With a nervous twitch in his cheek, he started off in their direction. He weaved his way through the throng of people and tables, ignoring everyone else until he approached the table. As he neared, he could hear them laughing. When he came to stop beside them, both Hayes and Kraft quickly wiped the smiles off of their faces and became statues.


“Screw,” he ordered, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.


Kraft, whom he had always suspected was the stupider of the two, opened his mouth to protest. “But, Dave–”


“Screw,” he repeated menacingly.


Taking the obvious hint, they said a hurried goodbye and then scurried from the table with their tails between their legs. He watched them for a moment before he shook his head wearily and sat down. “Security officers?” he asked with exaggerated disappointment in his voice, “All of the men on this ship, and you have to start hanging around with the meat shields?”


She glared at him from across the table. “That's not nice,” she told him, the edge in her voice evidence enough that his intrusion had not been particularly welcome. He would probably catch hell for it later, but at least she had enough composure not to blow up at him in Ten Forward for everyone to see. “I like Danny and Brian,” she continued, “They're nice guys.”


“They're not 'Danny' and 'Brian',” he reminded her, “They're your superior officers.”


“When we're on duty,” she shot back, gesturing to their surroundings, “I thought the whole point of Ten Forward was that it was supposed to be a place where nobody stood on protocol.”


“It is,” he admitted, “But why those two?”


“Because I like them,” she explained, “I worked with both of them during my security training a couple of days ago. I came down here to relax, and they invited me to join them.”


“I understand,” he admitted, “I know it sounds bigoted, but I think you could do better, is all. Sometime later . . . like when you're forty.” He had never been entirely comfortable with the fact that as his daughters matured, so would their sexuality. He knew that some people were open and understanding about it, and usually he was, too– when it was other peoples.


“Like who?” She asked, taking a sip of a bright, fruity looking drink. She set the drink down and smiled wickedly across the table. “Then again, I suppose that Captain Farrell has a certain rugged charm to him . . .”


He felt ill. He wanted to steer the conversation as far off of its current course as he could, so he cleared his throat. “Look, I'm sorry, all right? I just wanted us to have this time together. The last thing I want to do is waste our time together fighting about nothing.”


Her face softened somewhat, “I know you mean well, Daddy. But you can't watch me like a hawk, either. I want to enjoy myself here, and frankly, if you and me spend every second together, we'll drive each other crazy.”


As much as he hated to admit it, she was right. He was, however, starting to reconsider her not remaining on the starbase. When he had proposed the idea, it had seemed somehow surreal and distant. Now that they were heading into the belly of the proverbial beast, he found that his apprehension and unease was growing steadily. At this rate, he'd be a nervous wreck by the time they reached the Krulak system.


“I know,” he concurred, “and I don't want to smother you. I guess I just can't get the image of my darling little baby girl out of my head. You're a grown woman . . . barely. Whatever decision you make, I will stand beside it.”


“Does this mean I get to seduce Captain Farrell?” she joked.


A small, perverse part of him actually found the prospect of such a meeting amusing, for the precise reason that he knew that it would never go anywhere and that it would make Farrell squirm like a worm on a fish hook. Frankly, he was almost owed it after his latest stunt. “No,” he said finally, “Besides he has a girlfriend.”


With their spat behind them, their conversation moved in an entirely new direction. For the first time in a long time, they simply talked. Not as father and daughter, or even as a superior officer to a subordinate, but rather as two people who found that they shared many of the same likes and dislikes. For someone like him, who had so often felt as if he had missed out on far too many of these times throughout his children's lives, it was gratifying to be able to make up for it in some way, no matter how small.


As the senior enlisted man on board, Baxter had been graced with his own quarters on the same deck as many of the members of the senior staff. For someone like him, who had spent his whole career in cramped and often spartan accommodations with usually at least one other person, the sudden privacy had been jarring at first, but he had come to appreciate it more and more as time passed.


In preparation for his dinner with the Cardassians, which he found more amusing than anything else, Baxter stood in front of the mirror in his quarters and visually inspected his uniform, which was equal parts crisp and spotless. He had gone over it with a fine-toothed comb, removing any extraneous loose threads or imperfections. Now, regarding himself in the mirror, he thought that he was finally up to snuff, at least as close as he could be without a full dress uniform and polished medals.


Ordinarily, Baxter hated pomp and circumstance as much as any soldier. But he was about to attend what was, for all intents and purposes, a diplomatic meal with a people that he had spent his whole career fighting against. He had no intention of starting a fight, but he also intended to look his best, lest his enemies think that he was anything other than what he appeared to be– a professional, organized soldier, who embodied all the discipline and superiority that the Cardassians themselves claimed to possess.


Despite his history with the Cardassians, he held no real animosity towards them as a people. He had learned a long time ago that there were enemies to hate, fear and respect. The Cardassians were a curious combination of all three. Of course they were devious and ruthless warriors, but he was all right with that. They gave no quarter, but they expected none in return. When they had fought, they had proven themselves as being tough and professional. He had also heard enough of them whimpering and dying to desire to hear anymore of it in his life.


The Cardassians were also not the only enemy he'd ever fought against either. He was no diplomat. If Starfleet sent him anywhere, it was for one reason and one reason only– there was killing to be done. The hows and the whys and finger pointing were of no concern to him. Personal hatreds and prejudices just complicated what was an already messy, bloody business.


That was not to say that he was mindless automaton or an emotionless drone. There were a few times when he had followed his conscience or emotions instead of his orders. He had done it back on Enoria, and had done it last year when he had gone into Cardassian space with the captain to rescue those boys that Admiral Hoyt had left behind. Once or twice, he had even lost control himself and succumbed to the sin of wrath. The massacre of the Cardassian Talak Malon unit on Volon III had been a prime example of that. 


With some notable exceptions, he firmly believed that every time he had strayed from the path that had been laid out for him, he had done so with the best of intentions and generally favorable results. Some of them had gone awry, but as Captain Farrell was fond of saying– they can't all be winners.


People had used to tell him that he was an anachronism. A person born a thousand years too late. He supposed, on some level, that they were right. He had often felt, in passing, that he had been destined to have been a Roman centurion, marching with Caesar into Gaul, or as Crusader, riding to retake the Holy Land. Not for honor, not for glory, but because it was what he had been meant to do.


He often found himself wondering what, exactly, had set his life on the path that it had taken. He had never had any sort of epiphany or realization. Indeed, when he had joined Starfleet he had done so out of nothing more than an ignorant desire for adventure. By the time he realized the truth of things, it had been too late, and he had been in too deep. As the years had passed, and he had become more and more set in his ways, he had simply been unable to imagine himself doing anything else, even if he did occasionally long for a more quiet, peaceful life.


Whatever may have once passed for idealism had long been replaced by reality. He was a soldier, and that was that. Men like him had been dealing death to other men and boys for as long as there had been worlds spinning. Despite what the idealists in the Federation liked to believe, he knew that it would always be that way.


Once, that had pained him. He would return from a victorious campaign and see the blank stares, or even, on occasion, outright hostility on the faces of the people that he had given so much to protect. Over time, however, it had faded, and now he barely noticed it. The average person would never understand that he did what he did not because he particularly enjoyed killing people or seeing friends and comrades suffer the same, but because he was good at it, and someone had to do it. The Federation may not have been the utopia that it liked to believe that it was, but it was still a hell of a lot better than anything else he'd seen.


In the end, that was what it came down to. There were billions upon billions of people that counted on him, whether they knew it or not. On the other side of the line, there were billions more who wanted to enrich themselves through conquest and through plunder of what he loved. When they got it into their heads to try and take it, it was up to him and those like him to stand up and fight off the barbarians at the gates.


He took a final look at himself in the mirror and smiled. You're gettin' sentimental in your old age, Mike. He tugged down on his tunic to ensure that everything was just so, and then headed out of his quarters and down to the transporter room.
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 “This has to be the dumbest thing you've ever done,” Killcreek told him as he waited for everyone else to arrive in the transporter room, “And being that it's you, that's saying a lot.”


Farrell sat on the transporter pad, staring across the room at his old comrade, who had been through a lot of scrapes with him over the years, and shook his head. “That's not true,” he protested, “Remember that time I led that away mission to Grandalar VII? That was way dumber. This is dinner.”


“With Cardassians.”


“They invited me.”


Killcreek sighed, “And they're such a trustworthy people, too,” he said sarcastically.


Rather than put him in his place, Farrell just smiled. He knew that there weren't many officers that were as flexible as he was when it came to certain protocols in Starfleet. He supposed that it came from his time in the Teams, where nobody stood on ceremony and where everybody worked so closely with each other that rank became essentially meaningless. In certain situations, he knew that there were definitive benefits to the chain of command. Killcreek, although not the most polished jewel in the case, did his job competently and as well as any other transporter chief in the fleet. As long as that kept up, Farrell could care less how often Killcreek called him an idiot.


The doors to the transporter room opened and he watched as the other four officers filed in. “I think it will be a good opportunity for some cross-cultural study,” Chandler was saying to Zhurova. Bringing up the rear, and looking around with his customary meanness was Iron Mike. Dave led the way, the look on his face revealing that he still hadn't made peace with what he had been ordered to do.


“This had better be good,” he grumbled as he stepped up onto the transporter pad, “I should be having dinner with my daughter right now, not a bunch of Cardassians.”


When they were all ready to go, or had at least resigned themselves with the fact that they were going, Farrell gave Killcreek the all clear and they materialized in the cramped, dimly lit interior of the Cardassian warship. Standing before them, looking as grim and serious as a funeral procession, were several Cardassian soldiers, although he was revealed that none of them carried any overt weaponry. Off to the side, looking equally bored, was Killcreek's Cardassian counterpart.


“Captain Farrell,” Gul Jimed greeted him, although he still didn't sound particularly welcoming, “Welcome aboard the Cardassian warship Nakel. It is our honor to receive you.”


He forced a smile, suddenly feeling that this had all been a very bad idea, “It's nice to be here,” he said, watching for any flickers of recognition on the faces of their hosts. Nothing changed, and they all merely stared back at him.


As they stepped off of the transporter pad, both Farrell and Jimed exchanged introductions of their officers. He was relieved to see that Dave at least seemed to be playing along with the whole thing. Chandler retained her genuine enthusiasm for the whole thing. Zhurova and Iron Mike came off as guarded, which he supposed was the best he could have hoped for from either of them. When it was done, Jimed gestured towards the doors, and they followed him out and into the rest of the ship.


As they walked, Farrell kept his eyes open, searching for any obvious hints of betrayal or of an ulterior motive. What he saw, however, was fairly ordinary. If you changed the lighting and the décor, not to mention swapped out the Cardassians for Starfleet personnel, one would have been left with an environment that was standard for any number of ships. With the exception of the heat. It wasn't long before he found himself tugging at his collar in a vain effort to cool himself off.


Jimed had introduced them to his executive officer, a young glinn named Malak. If Jimed and the others seemed withdrawn and reserved, then Malak was downright chatty. He walked beside Chandler, and the both of them gossiped like a couple of old ladies as they made their way towards dinner.


Farrell, for his part, walked silently beside Jimed, the two commanders having settled into an awkward silence as the time passed. He wondered idly if the whole night would be the same. He should have brought a bottle of Jim Beam with him. If for no other reason than he tended to get fairly talkative when he had been drinking. 


The dining room, if one could call it that, appeared to be an observation lounge that had been modified for the occasion. It was a long, thin room on the port side of the ship. Along the bulkhead, three oval-shaped viewports opened up, providing a view of the stars as they streaked past the ship. In keeping with Cardassian mentality, the room was dimly lit, and the table was set in the middle of the room, with spaces on either side of the long rectangle for seating.


In keeping with tradition, the Cardassians and the Starfleet personnel sat on opposite sides of the table, with Jimed at one end and Farrell at the other. Sitting on either side of him were Dave, as his ranking officer present, and a vacant space, which he wondered whether or not he should take as a snub. Jimed, seated opposite him, was flanked by Malak and Iron Mike, which seemed like it had the potential to be a bad seating arrangement if things took a turn for the worse.


Jimed apparently saw him regarding the vacant seat, because he forced a smile, “I apologize, Captain,” he said, actually managing to sound somewhat sincere, “But I'm afraid that Dala will be a bit late to join us this evening.”


“Dala?” Farrell asked skeptically. It was unusual that a military officer like Jimed would refer to someone by name alone, without an accompanying rank to go along with it.


Jimed shifted uncomfortably in his chair, “Yes. Dala is a . . . guest aboard my vessel for this trip.” It wasn't said, but there was something in his tone of voice that clued Farrell in on the fact that she was much, much more than that.


“I'm afraid that our replicators don't offer much in Federation food,” Malak offered, sounding genuinely regretful. The man was either a spy or an aspiring politician, Farrell decided. Either way, he didn't trust him one little bit. “But I'm sure that you will find Cardassian food to be very palatable.”


“I'm looking forward to trying it,” Chandler said, sounding completely sincere.


“Yeah, it should be great,” Dave echoed, sounding considerably less so.


As if on cue, the doors parted and a group of soldiers entered, carrying trays of food. From the neutral expressions on their faces, he guessed that it was not a duty that they had been eager to volunteer for. He thanked the Cardassian who set a plate of something brown before him. The server merely nodded and slipped away wordlessly.


“This is sem'hal stew,” Malak offered, apparently content with his role as a tour guide, “Served with yamok sauce. It is one of the finest examples of Cardassian cuisine.”


Farrell poked at it with his fork. It looked more like something that he would have thrown up after a particularly hard night of drinking, but he didn't bother to voice that fact. Judging from the way that the Cardassians began to eat, it appeared that they all agreed with Malak. Farrell looked over at Dave, who was frowning at his plate. He looked up helplessly at Farrell, who merely shrugged and took a bite, not wanting to offend his hosts.


In actuality, it wasn't that bad. It was a little sharp for his tastes, with a mysterious aftertaste that wasn't wholly unpleasant. Either way, it was edible, at least to him. It could have been worse, he supposed, Jimed could have served them all Cardassian field rations, which he knew from experience were just about the most awful tasting things known to sentient life.


In between bites, he looked around the table, staying out of the conversation that seemed to be going on around him. Mostly, it was limited to Chandler and Malak, who appeared to be getting along like two peas in a pod. He kind of wished that he had brought Sanderson along, if only so the young man could have flipped over the table and punched Malak in the mouth for hitting on his woman. He wasn't sure whether that was what Malak was going for, but either way, it would have been a convenient excuse to slip away back to his ship.


Aside from the two chatterboxes, however, the conversation was limited. Farrell had given up trying to make small talk when the doors opened again. He looked up, expecting to see another wave of food arriving, but instead he saw a tall, striking Cardassian woman enter. She was dressed in conservative, civilian attire. As she walked across the room, he could see that she moved with a confident, precise sort of grace. She could have been a dancer . . . or an assassin.


“I apologize for my lateness,” she said, addressing him rather than Gul Jimed, “I had to report to my superiors back on Cardassia.”


Farrell nodded, unsure if any other sort of reply would have been either justified or appropriate. As she sat down beside him, he looked across the length of the table and saw the slight frown on Jimed's face. Even Malak, who hadn't been able to shut up until that point, had fallen into silence. Judging by the deference afforded her by her fellow Cardassians, Farrell guessed that his previous conclusions that he had drawn about the woman. She was no mere guest aboard the ship. Taking into account her attire and manner, he deduced that she was most likely an operative of the Obsidian Order.


His own experience with the Order was limited. Once, a long time ago, his team had located an Obsidian Order agent on Farius Prime and eliminated him for some reason that he had never been made aware of. Last year, during his captivity on Utet Prime, he had been interrogated by an Obsidian Order agent for a spell. Both instances were things that he would have preferred to forget.


He had heard, however, that the Order had been gutted by their disastrous mission into the Gamma Quadrant to eliminate the home world of the Founders. It had been this downfall that had allowed dissidents to overthrow the once iron grip of the Central Command. He wanted to ask her about it, but he was sure that it wouldn't make for polite conversation.


“We all have our responsibilities,” Jimed offered, taking the pressure off of him to reply, “Everyone, this is Dala. She is here doing liaison work for the Cardassian Science Ministry.”


Farrell looked at his officers, and noticed that no one, not even Chandler, took the gul at his word. Iron Mike, who was farthest away from him, was looking intently at the Cardassian woman. Farrell got the impression that it wasn't a look of attraction. Mike was probably trying to figure out the best way to kill her if the need should arise. The fact that he was holding his dinner fork like he was preparing to use it as a weapon didn't do much to dispel the illusion, either.


Dala looked over and smiled at him, and Farrell felt a strange tingling sensation on the back of his neck. He offered her a weak smile by way of a greeting, but then quickly returned his attention to his stew, which suddenly seemed to be much more interesting than it had before she had arrived.


It couldn't have been more ominous if a dark cloud had suddenly appeared over the table and started raining on them. Beside him, he felt Dave shuffle uneasily, probably not too happy about being in Dala's kill zone.


“Captain Farrell,” she said, poking at something on her plate with her fork, “How are you enjoying your stay aboard this ship?” She looked down the table at Jimed, “I trust that Gul Jimed has been an amiable host.” He remembered his first meeting with Jimed, when he had kept glancing at something, or someone, off screen. He was now certain that Jimed had been looking at Dala. He was also sure that the whole dinner idea had not been his. Knowing that his dinner had been organized by the Obsidian Order lent a whole different feel to an already strained situation.


“Gul Jimed has been an impeccable host,” he said, and then, because he couldn't resist, added, “And Glinn Malak has been quite sociable as well.” He could have sworn that he saw the young officer blanch at the praise directed his way. He was no doubt envisioning an unpleasant evening spent under hot lights. That'll show the bastard, he thought.


“I'm pleased to hear that,” Dala replied smoothly, her voice betraying nothing in the way of sincerity of emotion, “How are you all enjoying your stew?”


One by one, they dutifully told her that the stew was excellent, although some of them sounded more convincing than others. For Farrell, whose experience in the seedier side of Starfleet had prepared him to lie on occasion, he liked to think that he came off pretty well. Zhurova and Dave, meanwhile, sounded like they were lying through their yamok sauce-stained teeth.


If Dala noticed their subterfuge, she elected not to show it. “That's good,” she said, still looking at Farrell, “I happen to believe that there is much that the people of Cardassian and those of the Federation can learn from one another. I would like nothing better than to put our unfortunate past behind us and move on into a new era of cooperation and understanding.”


“I'll be sure to save you a seat on the Federation Council,” Dave mumbled, and Farrell kicked him sharply under the table.


Once again, Dala pretended as if she hadn't heard anything. “I know that there are deep wounds on both sides,” she said diplomatically, “Captain Farrell, I understand that you yourself are a veteran of the unfortunate conflict that occurred between our peoples.”


She said unfortunate conflict, he said unprovoked invasion. Either way, he didn't suppose that it mattered much. There was no sense in starting an argument that would do nothing more than make an already bad situation worse. “I spent some time there,” he replied noncommittally.


“As did Lieutenant Commander Rice and Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter,” she continued, and Farrell got the message. She knew all about them, and she wanted to make sure that they knew it. He wondered what kind of dirt that she had on Chandler and Zhurova, but he thought that it wouldn't be entirely appropriate to ask.


“That's correct.”


Dala's smile widened, and he was reminded of a viper. “It's also my understanding that you spent some time with us just last year.”


From the other end of the table, he heard a clatter of silverware hitting cutlery, and he looked sharply at Iron Mike, who was squeezing his napkin tightly. After making eye contact, Baxter reached over and took a drink of water, still glaring in Dala's direction. Jimed looked at him curiously, apparently not having been briefed on what was to be said at his dinner.


Farrell remembered the Obsidian Order agent who had run his interrogation, and wondered if perhaps they had been acquaintances or even partners. He had never seen her at any point during his captivity, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. He also remembered Relek, his torturer, whose neck he had broken during his escape. He swallowed as the image of the young Cardassian soldier with the knife in his throat ran through his mind.


What was her game? Was she merely trying to rattle his cage? And if so, then why? While he was still wondering what possible purpose it could serve, he decided to play hard to get. “I can neither confirm nor deny that,” he answered. Because he couldn't resist the urge, he offered, “It's a shame about what happened to the Obsidian Order.” From the far end of the table, he heard Jimed choke slightly on his drink.


Me: one, you: zero, he thought snidely. He searched her face for any sign of anger or recognition, but got nothing. She was well-schooled, which served only to infuriate him more. She was a cool customer, this Dala.


There was really noting to be gained from pushing forward with the insults, so he ignored her and went back to his stew. He wasn't sure if it was Dala, or if the taste was finally getting to him, but he found that it was even worse than when he had started.


By the time dessert came around, the conversation had restarted somewhat. Gul Jimed offered kanar to everyone, and Farrell accepted a glass. Booze had been hard to come by when he had been on the Front, and they had often been reduced to drinking bottles of kanar that they had “liberated” from their former owners. Iron Mike had been quite fond of the stuff, actually, and drinking it now, he looked genuinely happy for the first time since they had beamed over.


The booze seemed to help everyone relax. Farrell even found himself having a conversation with Jimed over the finer points of starship combat, even though he suspected that he was vastly inferior in the subject. Dr. Zhurova and the Cardassian doctor were likewise talking about something having to do with medical matters. Dala remained silent, offering only a few comments. He wasn't sure if she was upset at having been effectively cut out of the conversation, but then again, he didn't much care, either.


When the evening finally came to an end, Farrell and the others parted company with Jimed and Malak– everyone else, including Dala, having retired for the night– and the two ships dropped out of warp just long enough to beam everybody back before they resumed their journey.


“That was fun,” Dave groused as they materialized.


“I shoulda asked Jimed if he wanted to trade for some of that kanar,” Baxter said. Of all of them, Baxter had drank the most. That he still looked bright eyed and an alert was a testament to his tolerance for the stuff.


“Just don't drink too much of it, Master Chief,” Dr. Zhurova cautioned, “Or else you'll be liable to find yourself in sickbay one of these days.”


“I'll probably be there anyway,” he replied.


“I thought it was fascinating,” Chandler said, apparently satisfied with her experience, “I'd never met any Cardassians before.”


“You still haven't,” Baxter cautioned her as he stepped off of the pad, “They're a lot nastier up close and personal.”


“That wasn't personal?”


“That was dinner,” Baxter stated firmly, “Combat is about as personal as it gets.”


“I'm going to bed,” Farrell announced, nodding to the transporter operator, “I'll see everyone tomorrow.”


He left them in transporter room, hearing Chandler and Zhurova making plans for a night cap in Ten Forward as the doors closed. Alone in the corridor, he felt relieved to be back among familiar surroundings. He felt tired and drained, not so much from the meal, but from everything else that was happening around him. He was still concerned about the particulars of his mission– namely, all that there was still left to go wrong and leave him up the proverbial creek without a paddle.


Despite the fatigue that he felt, he found that sleep was hard to come by when he finally lay down in his bed. He looked up, at the arching viewport that angled over his bed, watching as the stars slipped lazily past his vision. Normally, he found that such a sight did wonders to put him out, almost like a cosmic version of counting sheep. On that particular night, however, it didn't seem to be working for him. When he finally drifted off, he did so with images of battle and Klingons fluttering through his mind.
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As soon as Grant stepped onto the bridge the next morning, Captain Farrell placed her in command and disappeared into his ready room, looking uncomfortable about something. She assumed that since they were nearing the Krulak system, he was eager to confer with Starfleet Command regarding the Klingon situation.


At their current speed, they were a little more than five hours away from their destination. Hopefully, they would be back on their way to the Federation within six hours. While she agreed with the mission, in principle, she couldn't deny that she was eager to put as much distance between them and the Klingons as possible. With every hour that ticked by, the likelihood of encountering a hostile force increased.


The bridge was typically silent. Cadet Rice was down in engineering, working with her father for the day, if one could call what Commander Rice did in the average day to be working, which she certainly didn't. 


So Grant settled in, enjoying the silence and the time for reflection that it gave her. She hadn't heard any details on the dinner party that the captain and the others had attended the previous evening, but she assumed that nothing too dramatic had happened. Either way, they hadn't been attacked by the Cardassians, so she took that as a promising sign that things had gone reasonably well.


Truth be told, she would have preferred to have been invited, but she could understand why the captain had chosen to leave her behind. She supposed that she took the fact that he had been willing to leave the ship in her hands while he went off to be sign of confidence more than anything else. She had never fought the Cardassians, and thus lacked the feelings of resentment and animosity that seemed so prevalent among veterans of that war. She wasn't sure whether to view such feelings as evidence that the Cardassians were as heinous as she had always been led to believe, or merely as bitterness by people who had been unable to leave the past where it belonged.


There was a small, and undeniably irrational, part of her that had always somewhat regretted never getting the opportunity to serve in combat. She had missed the Cardassian Front, and had been light years away from Wolf 359 when it had happened, serving at Admiral Chekote's side. While she had no particular desire to be in either of those places, the part of her that viewed everything that she did with an eye towards advancing her career knew that having been there could have helped her career immensely.


She pushed those thoughts from her mind. Not only were they insincere, but they were selfish and insensitive as well. More than a few of the people that she had graduated from the Academy with had lost their lives in both conflicts, and she was currently serving with at least several who had survived at least one, and in some cases, both.


Her father had always warned her to be careful what she wished for, and the way things were shaping up with the Klingons and the Dominion, she knew that she may well have all the war she could wish for before too long.


Looking around the bridge, she couldn't help but notice how young everyone was. Even though she had served with everyone for nearly two years, she knew that many of them were still nothing more than children, whose experience was limited to those two years, and if they were lucky, a few years beforehand at some mundane assignment.


She knew that there was no real way to train for combat, or so she had been told, anyway. She had found that all of her hours spent in battle simulations had helped her in her first fight, although Captain Farrell had taken pains to remind her on numerous occasions that that had been a minor skirmish, which was hardly even worth mentioning, as far as he had been concerned.


While she knew that it was probably true from his point of view, she had preferred to take it as a positive learning experience that would only help to prepare her for her first 'real' battle. She had no illusions that a fight with the Klingons would anything like that, but she was still confident that she would be able to rise to the occasion if and when it came.


She tried to stop dwelling on what she couldn't change and try and focus on the things that she could. She had been notified of several nagging problems from the various departments that required her attention. She passed the time by reading over a PADD that had a summary of all of the various repairs and routine maintenance that needed to be performed on everything from the lateral sensor array to the waste extraction system on deck thirteen. She had passed the list along to engineering, and Commander Rice had assured her that it would all be dealt with before the end of the day.


As much as she may have faulted Rice for his personality, she had found him to be an extremely competent engineer, when he actually worked himself, which was something of a rarity since he had been on board. If it had been up to her, she would have preferred a more hands on chief engineer, but Dave was friends with Captain Farrell, so she was sure that any concerns that she may have had would have fallen on deaf ears.


Aside from those few problems, the ship was running with otherwise peak efficiency. Most importantly, their weapons and defensive systems were all finely tuned, which would be of critical importance if things came to a head with the Klingons. Likewise, their warp engines were above average for a ship of their size. Thanks to their recent upgrades to their warp nacelles, they could now sustain a maximum speed of warp nine point six for twelve hours. They could cruise at warp nine point one for twenty four hours, and they could run at warp eight indefinitely. Of course, those were only their official ratings, Rice had been confident that they could push the engines even harder than that if the situation called for it, though he had warned that they would risk damage by doing so.


When she had finished checking over the maintenance, she keyed the PADD to check up on her new area of interest, the list of upcoming and available commands. There were currently three starships that were looking for a captain, but she was confident that she lacked the seniority or the experience required to achieve any of them. She passed over them, but noted another object of interest. The USS Moscow, an aging Excelsior-class starship, had recently put into the Proxima Maintenance Yards for a refit that was scheduled to last two years. Her entire crew had been reassigned to other assignments, and she filed the name away for future reference. In two years, if everything went according to her plans, she would have a legitimate shot at landing the job.


Ideally, she would have preferred a top of the line command. A new ship that she could break in and call her own from day one. Pragmatically, however, she knew that the odds were far better that she would inherit a command. Either way, she would jump at the first opportunity that came along, whether it be a front line exploratory vessel or a patrol cutter, she didn't suppose that it mattered much in the long run. The sooner that she got her own ship; the sooner she could make the jump into the admiralty.


She had no ambitions of being the next Jean-Luc Picard. As far as she was concerned, being a captain was far less glamorous than it was made out to be. For her, implementing policy had little appeal for her. She wanted to be the one making it. She wanted to be the one that got to see the big picture and make the decisions. There were plenty of people, like Captain Farrell, that were content to do the grunt work and leave the thinking and strategizing to people like her. Not that she looked down on them, by any stretch. The Federation needed people like that, who could recognize where their strengths and weaknesses lay and be content when they had reached their zenith. She, on the other hand, had larger ambitions.


Grant wondered idly what Captain Farrell would think if he knew that she was waiting for the soonest possible opportunity to jump ship. While they were still not what anyone would call close or even friends, they had managed to sort out their working relationship, more or less. He suspected that, if anything, he would be glad to know that he had been right when he had predicted that she put her career over almost everything else. 


There were a few people that she would miss when she left. Certainly Mbeka would be one person that she wished that she could take with her, although she may have the opportunity to do so. And she was virtually certain that she could get Lieutenant Janson if she asked. Hell, Commander Rice would probably pay her to take him off of his hands. While Rice may not have liked the deputy engineering chief, she had found him to be a competent and highly capable officer, who had the added bonus of sharing many of the same professional views as she did.


Before she got too carried away with her fantasies of command, she took a deep breath and tried to restore her self control. There were still many hurdles to be jumped before that day came along. When it came, she would be ready for it. Until then, she resolved herself to not allow herself to slip in her duties.


In his private bathroom, Captain James Farrell slumped against the bulkhead and prayed for death. He had woken up that morning feeling fine, but shortly after he had arrived on the bridge, things had started going wrong. Now, he was sitting on the toilet and hoping that he had finally cleared out most of whatever Jimed had fed him last night. At first, he was concerned that he may have been poisoned; now he was just wishing that he had been.


It was definitely the sem'hal stew. Or maybe the yamok sauce. Possibly the kanar, although he didn't think that booze could ever betray him like that. Then again, it was Cardassian booze . . .


This is ridiculous, he thought to himself sourly. We're only a few hours from our mission objective and here I am, laid up with one of the worst case of rum bum I've ever had . . . There ain't no justice in this world.


Sadly, it wasn't even the worst gastrointestinal problem that he'd ever had. Once, back on the Cardassian Front, he had filled a canteen from a local water supply and forgotten to add his purification tablet. That incident had led to him spending two weeks in a field hospital with a case of the runs so bad that it had led to the medical staff at that wretched place referring to his butt as the 'Ring of Fire'.


Ah, the memories.


He supposed that he could always go down to sickbay and get something from Dr. Zhurova, but he didn't want her medical log to contain the phrase 'Captain Farrell had the shits', so he held off on it. Doctors may have been bound by confidentiality, but they would play a hockey game in hell before he allowed that particular story to go circulating around the ship.


“Bridge to Captain Farrell.”


He groaned. “What?” He asked, not bothering to hide the misery in his voice.


“You have an incoming transmission from Admiral Nechayev on Starbase 375. Priority one.” Kovax sounded somewhat intrigued by the prospect, but he found himself rolling his eyes in frustration.


“Goddammit,” he sighed.


“Sir?”


Realizing that the channel was still open, he tried to cover his tracks. “Uh, nothing. Patch it through to my ready room. I'll take it in here.”


“Aye, sir.”


Moving as quickly as possible, he finished his business and walked gingerly out into his ready room. Sitting down gently behind his desk, he keyed the transmission on and found himself looking at the grim, serious expression on Admiral Nechayev's face.


“Good morning, Admiral,” he said, trying to sound as upbeat and confident as possible.


“Captain,” Nechayev steamed ahead, obviously not interested in exchanging platitudes, “I just received a transmission from Starfleet Intelligence. According to them, the Klingons have broken through the Cardassian lines. They should reach the Krulak system sometime within the next thirty-six hours.”


Farrell had to wonder why he wasn't hearing this information from Jimed, but that was a matter that could wait for another time, “How many ships?”


“We're not sure,” she admitted, “But we estimate anywhere from between nine and twenty Klingon warships heading for that system. They're traveling under cloak, so you probably won't see them until it's too late.”


“I don't intend to be hanging around that long,” he advised her. What kind of idiot did she take him for? He would be long gone by the time the Klingons got there.


“I hope not, Captain. Starfleet does not want a conflict with the Klingons at this time, or ever. Get in, get the civilians, and then get the hell out of Dodge.”


I could have sworn that I just said that, he thought to himself, but held his tongue. “Understood, Admiral.”



“Nechayev, out.” Her face disappeared off the monitor, replaced by the Great Seal of the Federation spinning silently on the otherwise black background. He leaned back in his chair and blew out a quick breath. Klingons . . . there were times when he wondered if they weren't more trouble than they were worth.


Somehow, the knowledge that the Klingons were on their way made him apprehensive, even though he knew that he would be long gone by the time they got there. He wondered idly how Gul Jimed had reacted to the news, assuming that he was even aware of what was going on.


The fact that he hadn't heard from Jimed, or that they were not being ordered to increase their speed, would indicate that he was either unaware of the change in events, or he had been ordered to maintain the status quo. Either way, he didn't like being jerked around by the Cardassians. He tapped his combadge.


“Farrell to bridge.”


“Yes, sir?”


“Open a channel to Gul Jimed on the Nakel, and put it through in here.”


“Aye, Captain.”


He waited a while until Jimed appeared on his screen. “Yes, Captain?”


“Is it true that the Klingons have broken through your lines?” There was no sense in dancing around the subject.


Jimed shifted uneasily, “I have received reports that they have, yes.” He admitted, obviously uncomfortable with sharing the information with people that he would have considered to be outsiders to the Cardassian Union.


“So why aren't we increasing our speed?” And why do I have the runs from your stupid stew? He added as a mental afterthought, although he thought that pursuing such a topic at the moment would have been counterproductive, to say the least.


“Well . . . we can't.” Jimed offered, sounding ashamed at having to announce such a fact out loud.


“What?” He asked incredulously, unable to hide his surprise. Galor-class ships, while not as advanced as the Repulse or other, newer, Federation starships, were at least capable of going faster than warp eight. It was possible that Jimed had been ordered not to go faster, but his tone of voice indicated that it was something physically preventing them from exceeded their current speed.


“The war has been hard on us, Captain,” he replied, sounding angry at being questioned, “This ship, regardless of outward appearance, has seen heavy fighting against the Klingons. Our battle damage has negatively affected our warp engines, and thus, we can go no faster than warp eight in our present condition. I wouldn't worry, Captain. The Klingons will not reach Krulak V until many hours after your vessel has already departed.”


Rather than ask permission to go faster, which he knew would be denied, no matter how much sense it made, he merely nodded. “I understand,” he said, “I'm sorry that I was so insensitive about it.” It must be something I ate, he added snidely, but again, kept his tongue in check.


“It's not your fault, Captain,” Jimed answered reasonably, “The war has been hard on us all. I wish that we could go faster as well, but things are as they are.”


Although he didn't like it in the least, he knew that he had no choice but to follow Jimed's lead on this matter. “Very well. I'll contact you again when we reach Krulak V. Farrell, out.”


He leaned back, away from the computer, and rubbed his eyes, frustrated by the turn of events. Why can't anything ever be easy? He asked himself, not for the first time. It seemed that every 'routine' assignment that he had ever received had somehow ended up going horribly astray. While things were not totally out of control yet, he would have been hopelessly optimistic to assume that they would stay that way.


Either way, he told himself firmly, he was not getting hit again because of some stubborn civilian. As soon as he arrived at Krulak, he would round up the aid workers, with a security team if he had to, and then face the consequences later. Starfleet probably wouldn't be too savvy about it, but he could burn that bridge when he came to it.


He glanced at the chronometer on his computer. They still had a few hours before they reached Krulak. With that thought in mind, he stood from his desk and walked back to the bathroom, steadying himself for round two. Even dinner, it appeared, had to have some sort of lasting repercussions for him.
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Standing in sickbay, Dr. Zhurova made a final check of the supplies that she had set aside. Confident that she had everything that she needed, she allowed her self a small smile of self satisfaction and nodded to the two medical technicians who had been assigned to lug the stuff down to the transporter room.


They were still nearly an hour away from their destination, and all indications were that they would not be staying long, only until they had rounded up the aid workers for evacuation. Still, she had requested permission to go down with the recovery team and administer as much aid as she could. The extra supplies were to be left behind for whomever could use them.


Also coming with her were Dr. Telnor and her head nurse, Ensign T'Kel. Neither of them got the opportunity for many away missions, so they were both eagerly looking forward for a chance to get off of the ship, as well as to treat something more serious than a bump or a bruise, which was seemingly all they had been forced to deal with in the last few months. Crewman Freschetti had fallen off of a ladder in a Jefferies tube about six months prior, but aside from that, nothing of any real consequence had come up.


As the two med-techs worked at placing her supplies on an anti-grav gurney for the trip, she walked back into her office and made sure that her medkit was fully stocked with everything she would need. Although the contents had long ago been committed to memory, she still made sure to open it up and physically touch every instrument to confirm its presence. When that was done, she sat down behind her desk, powered on her computer, and recorded a quick, official log of her upcoming activities. Starfleet liked officers, especially senior officers, to document everything that they did, even if they were merely following Starfleet's orders, which would presumably mean that they already knew what was supposed to be happening. When the log was finished, she leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her temples. Sometimes, she reckoned, the amount of bureaucracy involved in even the simplest tasks really started to drain her passion for her job.


Nonetheless, she supposed that there was no real way to get around it. Truthfully, she had found that the official business– as well as her overall discontent at having seemingly been pushed into her career by her father– had begun to effect her less and less over the last little while. She wasn't entirely sure if it had been the catalyst for her change, but her attitude had started to change after their mission to the Gamma Quadrant. For some strange reason, being on the other side of the galaxy, even if only for a couple of months, had opened her eyes to all the possibilities that her job offered her. She had no longer been safely behind the lines, or performing milk runs between starbases. There was something about being out there– on the edge, that had appealed to her.


Now, she had something else to look forward to. While it may not have been her first choice for a career, there was something intrinsically rewarding about practicing medicine. That she was good at it only added to the pleasure that she derived from it. There wasn't much information available on the hastily assembled refugee camp on Krulak V, but she was assuming that it would most likely not be a very stable or comfortable environment. Plus, she knew that the people who were there would no doubt be grateful for what little help she could provide.


Because Telnor and T'Kel would be beaming down to the planet, Dr. Lisa Chen had agreed to start her shift a few hours earlier than usual. She knew better than to ask Dr. Ssylk, the aging physician who tended the ship during the gamma shift. She supposed that she could have just left the Emergency Medical Hologram on-line in her absence, but she found the thing to be annoying and obtuse at times. Professionally, the thought of a holographic doctor was insulting, no matter how much sense it would have made in a crisis situation.


Dr. Chen entered through the main doors, visible through the windows in her office, smiling widely, as usual, and popped her head inside to say hello. Although she occasionally found Chen to be somewhat overenthusiastic and talkative, she had to admit that the young woman had a certain infectious enthusiasm to her, and she seemed to be highly popular with the crew. No doubt more so than herself.


“Good afternoon, Doctor,” Chen said, standing in the doorway to Zhurova's office. “Are you ready to beam down?”


Zhurova nodded and took a sip of the cup of coffee she had replicated to help keep her alert. “We should be ready to go in about forty-five minutes. You didn't have to come in so early.”


Chen shook her head and chuckled, “It was no problem, Doctor. I was already up and around, anyway, so I thought I'd come in and see what you were doing. Is there anything else that I should know about?”


“Not really,” Zhurova admitted, “Ensign Monfriez' cat is pregnant. Aside from that, not much is going on around here.”


While crewmembers were allowed to keep pets, presuming that they could clear it with their roommates, if they had them, it was not so high a priority that a dedicated veterinarian was assigned to the ship. As a result, the medical officers stationed aboard had to be a little bit of everything. Zhurova had learned more about dentistry and veterinary medicine in the last two years than she had ever even known existed.


“How did Amy's cat get pregnant?” Chen asked.


“That's what she wants to know,” Zhurova replied, grateful for the inane conversation to help pass the time until they arrived. 


“I'll talk to her next time I see her,” Chen mused, “I'll tell her to bring her cat in and I'll run a DNA trace. Find out who the local tomcat is.” She seemed enthused at the prospect. Of all the doctors aboard, Chen was the best with animals, which was why most of the crew preferred to bring their pets to her rather than any of the others. No one brought them to Dr. Ssylk, who found treating animals to be beneath him and routinely threatened to eat any pet brought to him for treatment. She didn't believe that he would actually do it, but then again, the man did resemble a walking dinosaur . . . with a particularly sour outlook on the universe.


If one wanted to be really cynical, Zhurova supposed that one could find it somewhat ludicrous that the professional medical staff of a Nebula-class starship, with all of the Federation's most advanced equipment at their disposal, had nothing better to do with their time than hunt down philandering cats while on duty. She preferred to take it as an indication that everyone else on board was healthy and well taken care of.


Chen withdrew from her office and went to strike up a conversation with Dr. Telnor. Alone again, Zhurova keyed her computer back on and checked to see if she had any new messages from Marsha. None showed up, but she had sent one just yesterday, so she supposed that it was too soon to expect a follow up.


With no news to speak of, she sat and sipped at her coffee, which was rapidly turning too cold for her tastes. She was trying to psych herself up for what she would see in less than an hour. When she had started her medical career, she had done so as a surgeon, so most of the people that she dealt with were already unconscious by the time she ever got to them. As a result, she found dealing with people who were alert and in pain to be somewhat disconcerting. Hopefully, the staff at the refugee camp would have kept things relatively orderly, and the worst she would have to do was perhaps give out some inoculations.


Confident that all of her affairs were in order, she drained the last of her coffee and deposited the cup back in the replicator. With a final hope to whatever powers that be, she took note of the time and headed out to join Dr. Telnor and Nurse T'Kel.


In the security office, Lieutenant Peter Mbeka made the final checks of the security team that he had assigned to accompany the captain and the away team down to the surface of Krulak V. In addition to himself, he had selected Ensigns Hayes and Kraft, as well as Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter. The captain was not expecting trouble, per se, but they were heading down into an environment where they would be surrounded by an indeterminate number of people that would most likely be scared and desperate. For that very good reason, the captain had wisely decided to take precautions.


He went down the line, ensuring that everyone's phaser was powered and functioning properly. Hopefully, they would not be necessary, but that was up to the Cardassian refugees. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, he picked the PADD up off of the desk and read over the orders that had been outlined to him.


“All right, people,” he began, looking up to make sure that everybody was paying attention, “This mission is pretty straightforward. The captain and a small medical team will be beaming down to meet with the civvies and to lend assistance to anyone who needs it. We're only there to make sure that everything goes smoothly. Hayes, Kraft,” he made eye contact with each of them, “You two will be assigned to the medical team. Stick to them like white on rice. If they have to take a piss; you help. Understood?”


They both nodded. “Aye, sir,” Hayes answered, speaking for both of them.


“Master Chief,” Mbeka continued, grateful for the steady confidence and composure of the older man, “You and myself will stick with Captain Farrell unless otherwise ordered.”


Baxter inclined his large head in understanding, “Roger that, Lieutenant.” His voice was crisp and to the point. Of all of them, Mbeka suspected that Baxter could be trusted to keep his wits about them if a crisis arrived. With that thought in his mind, he made a snap decision to change his orders. “On second thought,” he said, drawing their attention back, “Master Chief Baxter and Ensign Hayes will accompany the aid team. Ensign Kraft will accompany me.”


Again, a round of nods displayed their approval. He thought that he saw a glimmer of approval in Baxter's eyes, and he could see why. By pairing an experienced officer with a more junior one, he was limiting the chances that one of the teams would get in over their heads and react rashly, potentially making an already bad situation much worse.


With a nervous tingle at the back of her neck, Lieutenant Kate Chandler stood in front of the doors to Captain Farrell's ready room and tapped the chime.


“Come in,” his voice called, muffled by the doors.


With a sharp breath, she stepped inside. The captain, as usual, was seated behind his desk, reading from a PADD. He looked up when she entered and flashed her a smile, “Is there something I can do for you, Lieutenant?”


She nodded, “I would like to request permission to accompany the away team,” she said, nearly stumbling over the words in an effort to get them all out. There was no point in dancing around the issue, as far as she was concerned.


He frowned and set the PADD down. “May I ask why?”


She approached the guest chairs that Farrell kept, but didn't sit down. Rather, she rested her hands on the back of one of them. “Curiosity, mostly,” she admitted, “But I was also hoping that I could be of some help.”


“How so?” he appeared more interested than dismissive of her reasoning.


“I'm a science officer,” she explained, “I have a basic understanding of anatomy. I could be of some use if they need an extra pair of hands helping people. Mostly, though, I just want to experience it for myself. You, Dave, Lieutenant Mbeka . . . you all seem to have a lot more quote, unquote, real world experience than I do. Frankly, sir, I'd like some for myself.” She shrugged, “Besides, it's not like you'll need a science officer on the bridge.”


He nodded thoughtfully, and she was relieved that he seemed to be at least considering it. “I should warn you, Lieutenant, that it probably won't be pleasant. If anything, you might lose some sleep over it.”


She nodded firmly,determined not to waver in her resolve. “I understand, Captain,” she told him, “But I guess that seeing things like that are one of the risks that we face in this job. I would still like to come with you.”


“All right,” he breathed. She could tell that he wasn't too thrilled with the idea of bringing her along, but he had either decided not to allow that to color his judgment, or he may have wanted to avoid an argument. Either way, she had won. She smiled and thanked him. He dismissed her, and she walked back out onto the bridge, feeling elated at the opportunity to get some more field time.


Her trip to the dinner last night had been an amazing experience. It had been her first time to view a largely alien race so up close, regardless of what Baxter thought. Despite what she had heard, she had found all of them to be engaging and intelligent, and well as courteous, especially Malak. They were hardly the savage fascists that she had always been told that they were. Although she had to admit that that Dala woman had rubbed her the wrong way.


Aside from that one little hiccup, though, it had been a thoroughly enjoyable evening, as well as a nice change of pace from the way that she usually spent her nights. She sat down behind her console and tried to keep her leg from jittering with excitement at the thought of another such trip.


The next twenty or so minutes seemed to last forever. She would have leaped at the opportunity for some conversation, but Commander Grant's presence on the bridge largely prevented that. She glanced over at Crewman Ghiglis, who manned the environmental console, but she seemed largely engrossed in whatever it was that she was doing.


Finally, after what had seemed like an hour, Sandy announced that they were coming out of warp. Grant looked up to see what was on the viewport, and she was surprised to see so many ships in orbit. They ranged from personal shuttles to the large and menacing Galor-class warships, with seemingly everything in between thrown in for good measure.


“Captain Farrell to the bridge,” Grant announced. A few seconds later, Captain Farrell strode out, winking at her as he passed her station.


“Take us into a stationary orbit over the refugee camp,” he ordered, “How many people are down there?”


Grant checked her sensors and had to work to keep the surprise out of her voice. “I'm reading more than a quarter of a million life signs of the planet's surface, Captain. All of them are tightly packed into a peninsula on the northern hemisphere.” The thought of that many people occupying such a small space was baffling to her.


Farrell nodded, “Commander Grant, you have the conn.” He said formally, and then turned towards the turbolift. “Lieutenant Chandler, you're with me,” he said. As she stood, she noticed that Sandy was staring at her over his shoulder with a mildly surprised look on his face. He had obviously figured out what she had gone into to talk with Farrell about. She offered a small shrug of apology and turned and followed Farrell to the 'lift.
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His first impression of the refugee camp was that it resembled every other one that he had ever seen before. When they materialized in a small, cramped square located at the intersection of four dirt roads, Farrell glanced around apprehensively, looking for any sign of trouble. The smell, a familiar mixture of blood, sweat and excrement, rushed into his nostrils, and only his prior experience kept him from gagging. Others were not so lucky, as both Hayes and Kraft brought their hands up to cover their mouths, each of them turning slightly greener than they had been just a few moments before.


The camp had been established shortly after the beginning of the war, as a refuge for Cardassian citizens displaced in the fighting. As the Klingons had advanced, more and more people had been forced from their homes, and they had settled here and in places like it. The center of the camp, where all of the advanced equipment and aid stations had long since been encircled by ring after ring of hastily assembled prefabricated structures and tents, chocked to the brim with tired, scared and desperate people. Like a shock wave of misery, he thought sardonically to himself.


A few of them peeked out at their new arrivals. Their eyes, hollow and haunted, regarded them suspiciously, and he wondered if any of them even knew that the Klingons were coming. The Federation hospital had been set up on one of the outermost sectors of the camp, no doubt to limit their interference in Cardassian affairs. He put a hand to his brow to block out the harsh, glaring sun, and looked around for any trace of the civilian aid workers.


A few yards behind them, the hum of transporters once again filled the air, and he glanced back over his shoulder, watching as the medical team and their equipment shimmered into existence.


“My God,” Chandler breathed, overcome by the sight before her.


Scanning the perimeter, he could see that the entire camp– at least the parts that he could see– were ringed by a standard Cardassian security barrier. He got the disquieting feeling that it was meant to keep the people that were already here in, rather than to keep anyone else out.


He knew that keeping the people contained and in tight quarters made sense from a logistical point of view. It limited contamination and limited the distance that one needed to travel for food and medicine, but it couldn't have done much good for morale. From a couple of tents, he could hear the low, pathetic sounds of moaning from sick and injured people, and smell the familiar stench of disease and rotting flesh.


Just beyond the security barrier, Farrell could see that the plateau that the camp was situated on gave way to a wide, almost white beach, with the ocean rolling slowly towards it. That struck him as an especially cruel measure; to stick all these people, especially children, so close to a source of potential enjoyment and relaxation, and then snap it shut behind a forcefield.


Well, he supposed that no one had ever accused the Cardassians of being overly considerate.


Standing at loose intervals around the barrier, and wandering the streets as well, he could see some uniformed Cardassian military personnel, all of whom seemed to be gripping their disruptor rifles consciously. Judging from their surroundings, they were probably more afraid of their wards than of their new guests.


They also didn't seem to be in control, either. In a matter of seconds, he spotted two groups of roaming toughs. Most of them were boys, probably between the ages of twelve and twenty-five, although there were a few girls as well. They hovered in the distance, eying the recent arrivals and their cargo with large, hungry eyes. They all looked to be emaciated and starving, but he had learned long ago that desperation often made people do incredibly stupid things.


Farrell looked over at Baxter and Mbeka, and they both nodded solemnly, indicating that they had seen the same thing, as well. Hayes and Kraft, for their part, looked overwhelmed by what they were seeing, and probably weren't aware of anything at the moment.


“Captain,” Mbeka said quietly, and tilted his head down one of the roads. Three Cardassians wearing military uniforms approached them. In contrast to the poverty and despair that he had witnessed so far, the Cardassian gul who approached them appeared fit and trim. Farrell wouldn't have ventured that he had missed a meal recently. His uniform, as well, was crisp and fresh, and he wore a guardedly neutral expression.


Farrell could have cared less about the preening of a self-centered gul. His eyes watched the two soldiers who guarded him. They appeared woefully out of place, wearing uniforms that fit them poorly and body armor that was too big for them. They held their rifles gingerly, as if they were afraid that they would somehow go off in their faces.


They also fit with what he had seen of the other troops that were stationed here. They were obviously reserve forces, and none of them seemed to be of prime military age. 


Old men and little boys, he mused sadly. When the Klingons arrived, assuming that the soldiers weren't evacuated before that happened, they wouldn't find much of a challenge. Not that it mattered to them, he knew. The Klingons would attack anyway, and probably slaughter most of the people here, believing that they were providing their enemies with an honorable death. It was a frightening clarity of purpose that could motivate a soldier to do such a thing– to see helpless, terrified people, and then go in hard just the same . . .


On closer inspection, even the gul appeared to be a little too old for his rank. His manner was also off, seeming more like a bad performance than genuine authority and competence. Up close, his uniform and armor showed some imperfections as well. Obviously, the the military wasn't just having a problem keeping their warships running properly.


He stopped a few feet away from Farrell and nodded. “I'm Gul Prakel,” the gul stated, a little too loudly, as if that would cover his growing unease. No doubt he knew that it was only a matter of time before he was evacuated– and would most likely face a large scale riot– or he would be asked to fight to the death against overwhelming odds. If Farrell had been in his shoes; he would have been so drunk that he barely would have been able to stand.


“Captain James Farrell,” he replied, mimicking Prakel's gesture, “Commanding officer of the Federation Starship Repulse.”


“Welcome to Krulak V, Captain,” Prakel said, his tone of voice betraying that he obviously thought that the place was a hell hole and that he would rather be anywhere else. “I assume that you would like to collect your people and be on your way as soon as possible.”


“You would assume correct, Gul Prakel.”


“I'm afraid that I can't escort you to the mission myself,” he explained, trying to appear as heartbroken as possible, “I have pressing matters that require my immediate attention. However, if you merely go about two hundred meters in that direction,” he pointed over Farrell's shoulder in the opposite direction, “Then you should find it easily. Father Renaud will most likely be happy to see you.”


Father Renaud, he repeated in his mind, swallowing a curse. Mission? He suddenly felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, knowing that he was not merely going to have to deal with civilian doctors, but a member of the clergy to boot. 


One of the few Catholics in Starfleet, he said to himself, and I get sent to evacuate a Catholic mission in Cardassian space. What are the odds? Unless that was the reason that Starfleet had decided to send him in the first place, although he wouldn't have guessed that they were quite that creative. Despite the fact that he had been lapsed since he was fifteen, for some reason, he had still put down Roman Catholic as his religion when he had joined Starfleet. Several times over the years, he had pondered changing it to N/A, which he knew was more in line with everybody else, but he had never gotten around to it. He didn't know why . . . he had always guessed that it was a subtle way of being different than the minority, even if it was only on paper.


He squared his shoulders and tried to exorcise the doubt from his mind. Priest or not, Catholic or not, he had a mission to complete. The game plan was still the same in his mind. He would evacuate the civvies; by force if he had to.


Just wait until Mom finds out that I threatened a priest with a phaser, he thought to himself, finding the thought darkly amusing despite the circumstances. She'll probably disown me, assuming that she hasn't already.


“I understand, Gul Prakel,” he responded, trying to keep the conversation on track while he considered the ramifications of these recent developments in his head. “We should be all right on our own.” He turned and gestured towards Dr. Zhurova and the rest of the medical team, “I hope that you won't mind if some of our medical staff lend a hand?”


Prakel regarded the doctors and their equipment suspiciously, as if he were afraid that they were not what they appeared to be. Finally he nodded, “Very well,” he relented, “Your doctors may lend whatever aid that they wish . . . although I don't think that it will do much good, in the long run.”


“We would still like to do what we can,” Zhurova spoke up.


Prakel forced a smile, “As I said, you may do what you wish. I'm afraid that I won't be able to provide any troops to protect them. My men are stretched too thinly as it is. And frankly, they are required elsewhere.”


“I have my own security officers,” Farrell pointed out.


Prakel didn't seem impressed by the four of them, “You should have brought more,” he pointed out. As much as he wanted to argue the point, another glance at the eager predators further down the street seemed to confirm the gul's appraisal of his situation.


“If things get out of hand; we can always call for an emergency beam out from our ship.”


“Let's hope that it doesn't come to that,” Prakel offered insincerely.


Farrell wasn't sure what to say to that, so he remained silent. Behind him, his officers did the same. After a moment, Prakel cleared his throat. “If there's nothing else, Captain,” he said, searching Farrell's face for any further questions, “Then I will take my leave of you.”


“Good day, Gul Prakel.”


Prakel frowned, as if his day was shaping up to be anything but, but then turned on his heel without another word and strode away, his two teenaged guards trailing in his wake. 


Sensing the need for direction from the others, he turned around and faced them. “All right, people,” he said, trying to sound upbeat and optimistic, “You all have your assignments. We don't have a lot of time here, so do what you can while you can.”


Zhurova, Chandler and the other two members of the medical team nodded their understanding. Iron Mike and Ensign Hayes moved to help them with their equipment. Lieutenant Mbeka and Ensign Kraft assumed protective positions on either side of him; their hands hovering close to their phasers should the need arise.


As Farrell began to walk in the direction that Prakel had indicated, he found himself switching back into his old habits from the Cardassian Front. His head moved back and forth, scanning everywhere for a threat or signs of an ambush. No matter how hard he looked, however, he always saw the same thing– ruin.


Ahead of them, a group of small children ran around in the road, chasing each other with sticks. Seeing that made him feel slightly guilty about all the times he had complained about being bored as a child. When the kids saw them approaching, they promptly scattered amongst the tents, vanishing from sight.


Soon enough, he found his mind drifting to the sudden complexity that his mission had seemingly taken. He would have been fine with a bunch of atheistic civilians who would probably put up a fight at first but then relent when they realized that the only alternative was certain death when the Klingons arrived. Now that he knew that he would be dealing with a bunch of holier-than-thou religious zealots, he knew that things had just become a good deal more difficult, no matter what he tried to tell himself.


Great. Just great. All those ships there and I had to get the mission to pull out a bunch of people that are probably looking forward to being martyrs. He shook his head slightly and tried not to look as flustered as he felt. Why can't anything ever be easy?


For some reason, he knew that his discomfort was not entirely because of who the people were, but rather, what they represented. For someone like him, growing up in a religious household– on Earth, no less– had made him somewhat of an oddity. There had been a time when St. Peter's Square in Rome had been packed with hundreds of thousands of faithful every time the pope saw fit to look out his bedroom window. Today, however, you could pack in every Catholic in the entire Sol sector and still have enough room left over to play a football game. 


It may have lost its grip on the majority of the people that it had once had, but for those who stayed with it, the Catholic church was still a powerful influence. Even Farrell, who had sworn off it over two decades prior, still found that it had shaped him in ways that he had never even realized until it had been too late.


Much of his own morality, as much as he tried to deny it, had been shaped by church doctrine. The prevailing concepts of guilt, sin and eventual judgment loomed on his conscience at times. Add in the fact that he considered himself enlightened enough to disregard it but not so much so as to entirely leave it in the past, and it all added up to a huge mess that had kept him up for more late nights than he cared to count.


And truth be told, he had a fair amount of trepidation regarding the whole thing, as well. In his career, he had spent time around hardened killers, senior admirals, and some of the most respected and influential starship commanders in the fleet. And none of them had ever intimidated him as much as Father McMahon, who had run his parish when he had been a child. Perhaps it was merely the memories of being small, or of having to tell McMahon all of his secrets in confession, but he found McMahon a larger than life presence. He had no illusions about this Father Renaud being any less so.


As they neared the mission, he could clearly differentiate it from every other structure around it. It was a simple prefab building; nothing more than a hastily thrown together box with a few windows to let in light and air. Someone, however, had taken the time to crawl up on the roof and erect a cross. Fortunately, there was no picture of a dying Christ on it. He had always found that image to be more disturbing than influential. His parents had insisted on putting one in his room, and it had often scared the living crap out of him as a small child.


The mission, despite his misgivings, was obviously more popular with the locals than with himself. A line of people, similarly ragged as the ones he had seen before, were lined up outside the door, stretching along the side of building. Some were standing, others cradled small children, and a few were either too sick or too exhausted to stand.


A human woman in her early fifties, wearing the traditional headdress of a nun, went down the line with a ceramic bowl filled with what he hoped was water, and offered it to the sick and the needy. It really was a touching image, and he felt a pang of shame for being so cynical about it.


The woman, who had a small, weather-beaten face, looked up at them as they approached. The expression on her face was neutral, as if she suspected that they had come to whisk them all away from their good deeds. He tried to force a smile, but found that nothing sincere would come, so he settled for the same type of stoic disinterest in his surroundings that Mbeka usually adopted.


“Good morning,” the woman said, turning her attention back to a Cardassian woman with a small child hugged against her breast.


Farrell cleared his throat lightly, suddenly uncomfortable now that the eyes of everyone in the immediate vicinity were locked firmly upon him. “I'm looking for Father Renaud,” he said uneasily, shifting his weight gently from one foot to the other. He may have revered Father McMahon, but he had learned early on to fear and respect the nuns.


“He's inside,” the nun told him without looking back at him, “But he's very busy.”


“I'll only need a few minutes,” Farrell assured her. Hopefully . . .


As they walked towards the entrance, he nodded to Mbeka and Kraft, telling them to remain outside and keep their eyes peeled for any signs of trouble. With a deep breath, he walked inside, smiling at the people that he passed in an effort to put them at ease.


The interior of the church, if one could even call it that, was dimly lit, with streams of bright sunlight streaming in through the shuttered windows. Dust and God-only-knew what else floated lazily in the still air, which reeked of dirty, unwashed bodies and open wounds. Overhead, a pair of old-fashioned rotary fans spun slowly, doing little to stir up the air.


Along either side were beds, which were currently occupied by all manner of sick and wounded. In some cases, smaller children were stuffed two or three to a single bed. It probably wasn't too sanitary, but then again it most likely beat lying in the dirt, too. Three more women, all dressed similarly to the nun outside, moved gracefully among the injured, giving out water and changing bandages.


“Captain!” A sharp voice called from the far end of the building. He looked towards it to see a tall, reed-thin man walking purposefully towards him. His face was equally elongated, with a close cut of salt and pepper hair hugging his skull. A hefty five o'clock shadow and the large bags under his sorrowful, watery eyes bore testament to how much strain he was working under. His clothes, which looked to be finely tailored despite how dirty they were, hung off his seemingly frail frame awkwardly, as if he had been losing weight right along with his charges.


“Yes?” he asked. He knew that the man approaching him was most likely Father Renaud. For some strange reason, he had expected to see him in the traditional black suit, with the collar and everything. Renaud's civilian attire was off-putting at first.


“What do you think you're doing?” Renaud asked sharply, grabbing him by the arm and spinning him towards the door. If Renaud had been anything other than a priest, he probably would have found himself on the ground, spitting out his teeth, but Farrell's ingrained respect for men of the cloth stilled his typical reaction.


Farrell's confusion quickly dissipated and he stopped in his tracks. Renaud stopped beside him, apparently lacking the strength to physically move him. “What is the problem here?” Farrell demanded, wrenching his arm away. Priest or no, he did not appreciated being manhandled like a piece of meat.


“You cannot bring a weapon in here!” Renaud hissed, his French accent was light, but noticeable. He pointed to the phaser that Farrell wore on his left hip. “This is a house of God, Captain. Have you no decency?”


More than a few people had told him before that he didn't, but Farrell declined to answer the question, anyway. “My apologies, Father,” he said diplomatically. He removed the phaser from his holster and nodded to Kraft, who stood just outside the door, watching the whole episode unfold. Farrell tossed the phaser at the young security officer, who caught it expertly and held onto it. The kid had pretty good hands, Farrell mused, momentarily distracted, he probably could have made a good wide receiver . . .


With his weapon disposed of for the time being, Farrell turned back to Renaud, who looked only slightly mollified by his gesture. “Once again, I apologize for my disrespect, Father. It's been a while since I've been to church.”


At his mention of church, he noted that Renaud's expression softened, if only slightly. That had been his intention, of course. He had found that priests were a little more malleable if you pretended to tow the line. “You are a Catholic?” He asked hopefully, no doubt already sizing him up for a surgical smock and a priest's collar.


“Lapsed,” Farrell admitted, “I haven't been to church since I was fifteen.” He thought it best to be somewhat truthful in his dealings with Renaud. God may not have liked lying, but Farrell was fairly sure that He liked it even less when it was done to a priest.


Renaud nodded sadly, as if he were disappointed to hear the news. “That is unfortunate,” he said, a note of disapproval in his voice, “But not altogether unexpected. Children of today are not so much interested in eternal salvation as they are spaceships and adventure.”


Farrell was fairly sure that no child, no matter what era they had lived in, preferred church to ships and adventure, but he kept that to himself. “I'm Captain James Farrell,” he said, and stuck out his hand, hoping that Renaud would let bygones be bygones.


Renaud regarded his hand somewhat hesitantly, as if he were somehow afraid to touch it. Finally, he reached out and grasped it. “Father Francois Renaud,” he said, “I run this mission.”


No shit? Farrell thought sarcastically, but again, he felt bad about it. This was neither the time nor the place for jokes.


Renaud released his hand and looked around fretfully at the beds that lined the walls. “Captain,” he said, sounding uneasy, “May I ask what you're doing here? I wasn't aware that the Federation had seen fit to intervene in this conflict.”


“They're not,” Farrell told him, “I'm here to get you out of here.”


Renaud's face brightened, “All of us?” he asked, gesturing to the throngs of sick and needy around him.


Farrell felt his heart sink. Normally, he relished the opportunity to act like a prick, normally around junior officers. This time around, however, he felt like a giant ass. “No,” he shook his head, “My orders are to evacuate Federation citizens only, Father.”


Renaud's smile vanished, “Well then,” he said quietly, “I'm afraid that we are at a bit of an impasse, then, Captain.” He shook his head firmly, “I will not merely abandon these people in their greatest hour of need.”


Of course not, Farrell thought as he blew out a frustrated breath.
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The clinic was little more than a large field tent, rolled up at the sides to allow some minimal airflow. Chandler's first thought upon seeing the sheer amount of suffering was that the captain had been right, and that she was vastly out of her depth.


As soon as they had entered, Dr. Zhurova, along with Dr. Telnor and Nurse T'Kel, immediately set to work. Their tricorders beeping in the still, muggy heat. Temporarily overwhelmed, Chandler merely stood off to the side, trying her best to keep out of everyone's way. At the entrance flap, Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter stood like a statue, surveying everyone suspiciously. Outside, Ensign Hayes stood guard over their supplies, his hand resting nervously on his phaser.


At the far end of the tent, a few Cardassians in civilian clothing moved between the wounded, offering whatever help that they could. Their supplies were limited, however, and in some case all that they could offer was a reassuring pat on the arm or a smile. The patients, at least those that were still conscious, all seemed to be in a state of shock. A few of them lay on their beds and moaned and whimpered with untreated pain.


Chandler swallowed heavily, fighting back the tears that she felt coming. How could people do this to one another? She glanced down at the field cot she stood beside. A small child, naked except for what appeared to be a cloth draped over his midsection, lay serenely, staring vacantly at the roof. Below the cloth, both of the boys legs ended in bloody stumps just above the knees, the bandages already soaked through.


“Would you like to step outside for a few minutes, ma'am?” Baxter asked, his voice unwavering.


While she was sure that she did, she forced herself to bite her lip and shake her head. “No, thank you, Master Chief. I'll be all right.”


“Lieutenant!” Dr. Zhurova called, snapping Chandler's attention back to reality.


“Yes, Doctor?”


Zhurova looked over her shoulder. She was hunched over another cot, running her tricorder of the face of a sickeningly pale Cardassian woman. “I need a thrombic modulator from outside,” she called, “Hurry!”


Chandler sighed, grateful for an excuse to leave, even momentarily, without seeming weak. She stepped back out into the hot sun and approached the small pile of medical supplies that sat tucked against the side of the tent. Ensign Hayes, sweating in the heat, forced a thin smile at her approach.


“How is it in there, Lieutenant?” He asked, sounding genuinely concerned.


“Awful,” she answered truthfully. She regarded the medical supplies with a wary eye. The outside of the containers were all labeled in confusing medical lingo that she barely understood. “I don't suppose that you know where in all this mess I could find a thrombic modulator?”


He shook his head, “It's all Greek to me, Lieutenant.” He seemed uneasy at having been left outside all by himself, no doubt having the same concerns as Baxter and the others at being surrounded by so many desperate people.


Chandler crouched down, somewhat embarrassed that she habitually tried to keep from getting her uniform dirty, and began to go through the pile of equipment. Thankfully, most of it was clearly labeled as generic medical supplies. On a whim, she grabbed one of the unmarked containers and opened it. The equipment inside was all foreign to her, but thankfully, it had all been labeled prior to being packaged. She quickly found what she was looking for– a small, conical shaped device that seemed harmless enough.


With a nod to Ensign Hayes, she quickly dashed back inside. She wound her way through the tangled web of people and waste, making sure not to step on anyone or anything. She handed the device to Zhurova, who took it without any sort of acknowledgment and began to run the device over the woman's forehead in a slow, rhythmic motion.


After a moment of standing there awkwardly, unsure of what to do with herself, she decided to go ahead and ask. “What do you want me to do?”


Zhurova turned off the modulator and looked over her shoulder, “For now, just stay out of the way, please,” she said briskly, but not unkindly, “If you really want to make yourself useful, get some water packets from outside and start handing them out to people.”


She swallowed and slipped away as discreetly as she could. She felt bad for forcing herself on a mission where she had no applicable experience. These people needed fully-trained doctors and nursing staff, not her. 


Looking around, and seeing all of the carnage and suffering that had been created, she couldn't help but feel selfish and insensitive as she recalled her conversation with Captain Farrell on the ship. She had made it seem like a high school field trip. Now, seeing it up close and personal, she couldn't help but feel a small well of shame building up inside her.


You're already here, she told herself, so you might as well try and do whatever good that you can. With that thought in her mind, she stepped back into the glaring sun and once again revisited the equipment pile. This time around, she knew what she was looking for, and she grabbed as many of the water packets as she could carry. When she returned to the tent, she squared her shoulders and tried to make the best of it. She may not have been a doctor or even a nurse, but she knew how to give people water.


She wasn't sure if it was deliberate, or if it was some sort of autonomic response, but she found herself settling into a routine. She would move to a bed, hand the person a packet of water and a smile and then move onto the next one. If the person couldn't open it by themselves, then she would do that for them. She would only stop at the unconscious patients and dribble a bit of water into their mouths. She knew that Cardassians were better suited to the heat than humans were, but she still couldn't see how anyone could not be thirsty, given the temperature. Only a strong sense of shame kept her from drinking one of the water packets herself.


The supplies in her arms were dwindling rapidly. She was down to her last packet when she moved to a cot with a Cardassian woman laying on it. Underneath her shirt, her belly swelled noticeably. Chandler tried not to weep at the sight, but she found her eyes starting to moisten anyway. She gently tapped the woman– more like a girl, really– on the arm, hoping to rouse her. When her eyes didn't open, Chandler tore the top off of the water packet and kneeled down to give her the water.


She knew that something was wrong as soon as her fingers brushed the woman's cheek to tilt her head. Her flesh was clammy and felt waxy to the touch. She stared at the woman's chest for a moment, hoping to see the rise and fall of her breathing, but she lay perfectly still.


Her knowledge of Cardassian anatomy was limited, so she decided to feel the woman's wrist for a pulse, hoping that they were at least that similar to humans. When she felt gingerly for the familiar sensation of blood being pumped, nothing came forward. She choked back a sob and looked over at the next bed.


“Dr. Telnor,” she croaked.


Telnor looked up, his brow furrowed in concentration. The spots that ran down either side of his face and disappeared into his uniform seemed somehow more vivid than normal, although she wasn't sure if it was from the stress, the heat, or something else entirely. “Yes, Lieutenant?” He asked briskly, seemingly annoyed at the interruption.


Chandler merely nodded at the woman. None of the words that came into her mind seemed appropriate, under the circumstances. Telnor moved over and ran his tricorder over the woman's body. After a few seconds, he snapped it shut and looked into Chandler's eyes.


“I'm sorry,” he said sadly, shaking his head slowly, “She's too far gone.”


“The baby?” Chandler gasped, tears openly streaming down her face.


“Maybe if we had gotten here sooner,” he explained gently, without having to really say what he meant. The baby, which had never gotten even so much as one breath in the world, was dead. Chandler felt the whole of her carefully fabricated professionalism come crashing down around her. In a moment of rage– at the Cardassians, at the Klingons, at the idea of war and suffering and the Federation for not doing more– she gasped out a choking, ragged sob and felt herself losing some of the hope and faith that she had held for the universe.


Telnor sensed this and reached across the dead woman's body to lay a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I know it's hard,” he said soothingly, “If you want my advice; work. No matter what it is, just do it and let your brain go on autopilot for a little while. Okay?”


She nodded, trying to force back the tears and get herself under control. She was a Starfleet officer, she reminded herself. She had trained for this, she had known from the minute that she had applied to the Academy that something like this would happen eventually. With effort, she pushed herself up and off of the dirt floor and walked back out the way that she had come.


As soon as she was out of sight of everyone in the tent, she tried to smile at Ensign Hayes, but she found that it was too difficult, too phony. With a contrived excuse about needing to use the bathroom, she walked down the road a bit and slipped in behind one of the other tents, keeping her out of view from everyone else.


There, in private, what little remained her emotional shields finally collapsed. She knelt down in the dirt, which rose and fluttered around her like a cloak, and broke down again. With no one else to comfort her, her sadness came out in waves. Tears rolled off of her face and splattered in the dirt around her knees, and her shoulders shuddered and rolled with each new wave of anguish and despair.


She couldn't be sure how long she stayed like that. It could have been for an hour, or only for a few minutes. When she was done, she sniffled and wiped her nose and eyes with the sleeve of her uniform and forced herself back onto her weakened, shaking legs. She took a couple of deep breaths to try and regain some of her composure. When she reasoned that she felt as good as was possible, under the circumstances, she tried to seem as dignified and confident as possible before she walked back to the medical tent.


Ideally, Dr. Zhurova would have preferred to beam everyone back aboard the Repulse and treat them there. Unfortunately, that really wasn't a viable option at the moment. Thankfully, most of the injuries that she encountered were relatively minor, exaggerated by circumstance and surrounding more than by anything else.


In the back of her mind, she knew that this was because that, in the two and a half months since the camp had opened, everyone who was going to die had already done so, with a few exceptions.


Dr. Telnor had informed her of the death of the Cardassian woman and her unborn baby. Zhurova acknowledged it and then pushed ahead. Her years of medical training, coupled with the inherent anonymity of treating strangers, had prepared her for what she had to do. It was by no means pleasant, but she knew that becoming emotional would not help anyone.


Thankfully, she had the steadying presence of Nurse T'Kel to help her. She had always found T'Kel's cool, Vulcan detachment to be an asset in even the most mundane of matters. Now, she was finding that it was helping her keep her own wits about her.


Her current patient was a middle-aged Cardassian male, suffering from a particularly nasty bout with Rudellian plague. His condition wouldn't have been serious under normal circumstances, but the general squalor of the camp and the lack of proper medical or sanitation facilities had compounded to make it worse than it normally would have been. While she couldn't do anything about the conditions, she was able to administer the proper medications, which would help the man recover, at least in the short term.


Once the Klingons get here, she thought, this could all be for nothing.


She knew that if she spent too much time thinking about how the Klingons were breathing down their necks, she would start to shut down and succumb to the hopeless reality that she faced. Instead, she buried herself in her work, moving from patient to patient with her tricorder and hypospray– sometimes she helped them, other times all she could offer was a smile and a proverbial pat on the head. Either way, she quickly forgot about the Klingons and the war and everything else that wasn't right there with her in the medical tent.


She had no idea how long it took her to complete a full tour of all the patients in the tent. When she was done, she staggered to the exit, feeling exhausted and lethargic from her frantic activity as well as the heat. Outside, she noted that a line of ambulatory Cardassian civilians had begun to form, all of them seeking treatment from the Federation doctors. She smiled at them, to let them know that she knew that they were there, and then walked over to what remained of the medical supplies that she had beamed down with.


Dr. Telnor was sprawled on the ground, obviously worse for wear because of the high temperature. Trills were even less accustomed to the heat than humans were, so she knew that he had to be in pretty bad shape. Compared to all of them, Nurse T'Kel looked right at home, which was unsurprising for a Vulcan. Ensign Hayes held out a water packet for her, which she accepted gratefully and sucked down in one go.


Telnor staggered to his feet, sighing heavily. “I suppose that I should start treating the new arrivals,” he commented with a weak smile.


Zhurova nodded, “I'll be there in a few minutes to give you a hand.”


“I will accompany you now, Doctor,” T'Kel offered, following behind him as he walked back to the Cardassian civilians who awaited his arrival. Their outdoor clinic was nothing more than two empty equipment cases stood on their ends as crude seating. Telnor sat on one, and his first patient sat on the other. T'Kel, meanwhile, conducted a standing inspection of those that came to her.


Zhurova sat down wearily on the anti-grav gurney that had carried their now used equipment down to the planet. It had been deactivated, and sat on the ground. Still, it was preferable to sitting in the dirt. She stared regretfully at the empty water packet in her hand, wishing that she had thought to savor the water while she had had the chance. She thought about having another one, but dismissed it just as quickly. The people here needed the water more than she did. She would be all right once she got back to the ship.


Master Chief Baxter, who had stood like a statue inside the tent and had observed everything that had gone on in there, stepped out into the sun. He was sweating, but other than that, his face was impassive and unreadable. He nodded at Ensign Hayes offered him some water as well. Even though Hayes was technically Baxter's superior officer, you would haver have known it from looking at him. He seemed, rightfully so, she supposed, intimidated by the presence of the older man.


Zhurova stretched out her legs and lifted her right foot in the air. She rolled her ankle, working out some of the tension and soreness that had developed there. Inside her boot, she clenched and relaxed her foot as much as possible to relieve the aching sensation that was starting to intensify ever since she had sat down. When she was done with her right leg, she alternated to her left and repeated the process. Despite everything, she smiled at the thought of asking one of the two security officers to give her a foot massage.


When she had worked out her soreness as much as possible, she grabbed a ration bar and forced herself to take a couple of bites. All things considered, she would have preferred a plate pasta back on the ship, but the dry and flavorless ration, which was chicken fricassee, according to the label, was the best that she could do under the circumstances.


Looking around, she noted that Chandler was still missing. She looked up at Hayes, who had been responsible for keeping tabs on people who left the medical tent as well as watching the supplies. “Ensign, where is Lieutenant Chandler?”


“She had to, uh, relieve herself, Doctor,” Hayes replied, uneasy at discussing such a personal matter with her.


She nodded, chewing her lip. Hopefully, Chandler hadn't wandered off too far without an escort. She supposed that she could always call the Repulse and have them locate her, but that could wait for a few more minutes. If something had gone wrong, then she was sure that Chandler could have just called for an emergency beam out.


After a few minutes of sitting down, she groaned and forced herself to stand up. She reached down and grabbed a couple of empty equipment cases and carried them over to where Dr. Telnor sat. Setting them down in a similar arrangement, she sat down again and smiled at her next patient, a young Cardassian girl. In an effort to calm the girl's nerves, Zhurova forced herself to smile and beckoned her forward.


By the time she had finished treating the girl, who suffered more from malnutrition than anything else, she felt a presence behind her. She looked up expecting to see a Cardassian, but was surprised to see Chandler standing there. Her eyes were red rimmed, and it was obvious to anyone that she had been crying. Zhurova understood her distress, and decided not to make an issue out of it.


“Is there anything I can do?” Chandler asked, her voice scratchy and raw.


“Water,” Zhurova told her, “Most of these people are more hungry and thirsty than anything else. They need water and rations.”


Chandler tried to smile, but nothing convincing came forward. She finally gave up and moved away, back to the supplies. When she returned to Zhurova's line of sight, she was carrying water packets and ration bars in her hands. Beyond her, watching carefully, Hayes and Baxter stood and sweated in the oppressive heat.
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To say that Sanderson was worried about his girlfriend would have been a vast understatement. He was still trying to think of what would have possessed her to even want to go down to the planet in the first place. He knew that Kate was caring and compassionate, but she had to know that she would be out of her element down there.


Not that he wouldn't have been, of course. His own experience with away missions was fairly limited. He had only been on a couple, and his first time out, Gruber had been killed. After that, he hadn't really wanted to go on another. Not that there had exactly been a plethora of missions that needed his skills, either. He had only tagged along on the rest whenever a pilot was needed, which was rare, or because he had wanted to get off the ship and do something other than sit quietly at his post and wait until he could fly them to their next destination.


Despite all that, he had managed to settle into a comfortable routine aboard the ship. He had his duty, and then he had his private time. When his workday was over, he would usually spend time with Kate, although there were those times when they needed their time apart. When that happened, he would usually just go to the holodeck or go down to Ten Forward and have a drink with Kovax or some other members of the crew.


Sure, there were those time that he got bored, or frustrated by his condition, but that usually passed quickly enough. He fought with Kate every now and then, but it was usually over simple, petty things that were quickly resolved. Aside from that, his life was comfortable, and he usually had some story of interest to pass along to his parents and his brother and sister back on Teris Prime.


He had even been thinking about asking Kate to marry him lately. He was still working out the particulars, and was trying to work up the courage to even ask somebody else about the idea, let alone her. But it was something nice to think about while he was on duty. Assuming that she said yes, he would even like to start a family. He knew that Captain Farrell didn't like civilians on the ship, but he knew that Farrell would make an exception for his son. Definitely a son. He wanted the opportunity to nurture a new life and teach him how to play Parisses squares.


For now, however, he would settle for her just getting back to the ship in one piece.


He wouldn't have gone so far as to say that he hated Cardassians, per se. He had never met one, himself, and he had been relieved when he hadn't been forced to go to dinner with them. But he had heard too many horror stories from veterans of the Cardassian Front during his time at the Academy and his subsequent Starfleet career, to be that eager to meet them. To know that Kate, whom he loved more than anything, was down there now, surrounded by a quarter million of the bastards was almost more than he could take. He was starting to wish that he had requested permission to accompany her down there. That way, he could have kept an eye on her.


Calm down, Sandy, he admonished himself, She's safe. Not only is Captain Farrell down there with her, but Lieutenant Mbeka and Master Chief Baxter, too. They're three of the toughest guys you've ever met. They'll do a better job than you ever could at keeping her out of trouble.


The thought of Iron Mike or Mbeka standing watch eased his nerves, but not much. Despite the fact that the away team had checked in regularly, and had reported no signs of trouble, he still found himself becoming sick with worry. He had often been told that shipboard romances were a bad idea, but he had always dismissed them as ridiculous. After all, how could somebody be expected to live on a ship with only other members of the crew and not develop any sort of meaningful relationship? Now, however, he was starting to think that maybe they had been right all along.


He was going crazy thinking of all the things that could go wrong. He needed to get off the bridge. He swiveled his chair around to face Commander Grant. “Commander,” he said loudly, drawing her attention from her PADD, “Permission to use the rest room?”


She nodded, and he practically bolted out of his chair. The bathroom on the bridge was located directly across from the captain's ready room. He walked in and breathed out a heavy sigh as soon as the doors shut. 


The bathroom was small, consisting of nothing more than a toilet and a sink to wash up afterwards. A small mirror was over the sink, and he stared into it, hoping that he could try and erase the worry lines from his face. That didn't work, so he splashed some water on his face.


The cold water seemed to help somewhat, so he kept at it, scrubbing vigorously at his skin. When he looked back into the mirror, the water beaded on his face, and he swallowed deeply, the feelings of inadequacy and worry rushing back.


The bathroom wasn't helping, so he began to pace back and forward, or at least, as much as was possible in the confined space. He didn't know why he was so concerned. After all, she was surrounded by people who knew what they were doing, and she was only a hail away from an emergency beam out should the need arise. Despite that, he couldn't shake the feeling that something was off somehow.


He thought about voicing his concerns to Commander Grant, but quickly dismissed the idea. Grant was purebred Starfleet, and she wouldn't take his concerns as anything more than idle worrying, which he supposed was all it was.


No, there was nothing to do but sit at his post until either his shift ended or he went off duty and wait until she returned to the ship. He wasn't happy with the prospect, but it was all that he could do, given the circumstances.


Maybe I'll ask her tonight, he though. If she has a fiancé, then maybe she won't be so eager to run off next time and put herself at needless risk.


He comforted himself with that thought, and after one final look into the mirror, he flushed the toilet to keep up the illusion. With that done, he headed back out onto the bridge to resume the agonizing waiting.


“Dave,” Lieutenant Wes Janson asked pleasantly, “can you hand me that spanner?”


Dave was uncomfortable, to say the least. He was sitting on the hard deck plating in a cramped Jefferies tube with no one other than Janson to keep him company. He had tried to avoid a conversation thus far, and had busied himself with a PADD of technical schematics to help pass the time.


“No,” he answered, not bothering to look up.


“Excuse me?”


Dave sighed and looked up at the younger man, “Janson,” he explained, “It's only fifteen minutes until our coffee break. I don't wanna get all wrapped up in handing you the spanner and then cut into coffee.”


Janson frowned, “It won't take you that long to hand me a spanner, Dave,” he reasoned, missing the point entirely. They had come into the Jefferies tube for some routine maintenance on the lateral sensor array. Ordinarily, Dave would have just left it for someone else to do, but Commander Grant had requested that he oversee the repairs personally.


Dave set his PADD down and looked Janson in the eyes. They were facing each other in the cramped tube, with the only toolkit laying behind Rice. “Janson,” he began, “How long do you think this will take to fix?”


“No more than two or three hours, I would imagine.” He answered in his clipped, British accent that irritated Dave to no end.


He nodded, trusting in Janson's reasoning, “And after that?”


“What do you mean?”


“What do we have to do after that?”


“I don't know, Dave.”


“Exactly,” Rice exclaimed, “After this, there isn't anything for us to do. Since the repairs aren't what anyone aside from Commander Grant would consider crucial; what's the rush? Instead of hurrying along, and probably making some mistake that will just have to be fixed later, we can take it slow and make sure that our work is up to par.”


“Why does that mean that you won't hand me the spanner?”


“Because I don't want to,” Rice explained reasonably, “If it were up to me, you would be in here with somebody else, and I would be having lunch with my daughter. I can't do that, because Commander Grant ordered me to supervise these repairs myself. If I have to be stuck in here, then I'm going to be doing what I would normally be doing otherwise. Understand?”


Janson's somewhat fleshy face pinched in confusion, “Not really, no,” he confessed.


“I intend to make these repairs last as long as possible,” he replied, “That way, I can stick it to Commander Grant.”


“Doesn't that seem rather petty to you?”


Dave harrumphed his disapproval of the notion. Why couldn't Janson be more open minded? “She started it,” he offered, rolling his eyes. “If she's going to insist that I spend all day crawling around in the goddamned Jefferies tubes, then I'm going to make sure that I spend all day.” He shrugged, “Besides, it'll put her panties in a bunch.”


Janson didn't seem to by swayed by his argument. “If anything, Dave, it would appear that you're cutting off your nose to spite your face.”


For Dave, who had been playing mind games with superior officers since Janson had been in diapers, he found the younger man's point to be woefully off target. “There's an old saying, Janson– if you do a half-assed job once, you probably won't be asked to do it again.”


Janson shook his head in wonder, “Dave, how did you ever get to be a chief engineer?”


“These are trade secrets,” Rice replied, “The whole point of the game is to screw around without anybody ever knowing that you're screwing around. If I get an order to do something that I really don't want to do, then I'm going to make sure that I take as long as humanly possible to do it. This is a prime example. I don't want to be here, and there's no real reason for me to be. Ergo, Grant is screwing me. The longer these repairs take, the less sparkling her reports will look, which will reflect badly on her to her superiors. Thus, I will be screwing her in return. It's the circle of life.”


“Can I have the spanner now?” Janson asked, chewing his lip.


“No.” Rice checked the chronometer on his PADD. “Look, we've got ten minutes before coffee. Why don't we talk about something else? It occurs to me that we've been working together for almost two years now, and I hardly know anything about you.”


Janson's eyes lit up, “Do you really want to hear about me?”


In truth, that was the last thing that he wanted. But if he could get Janson babbling about his home and his parents, then hopefully that would be enough to distract him long enough for their coffee break to roll around. After that, he could cut him off and go and spend a half hour or so in peace. He didn't quite have the heart to be so cold as to tell him the truth, however, so he merely nodded encouragingly.


Fortunately for him, Janson seemed as susceptible to vanity as anyone else. Dave only half listened as he prattled on about his childhood in England, his time at the Academy. It all sounded fairly boring and routine, but he kept up the pretense of listening, nodding every now and then or offering a grunt of agreement or recognition. It seemed to be enough to fool Janson into believing that he had Dave engrossed in his life story. Dave, meanwhile, kept looking at the chronometer and willing the time to move faster.


As much as he tried not to, he found himself learning things about Janson's past. The man had grown up in England, apparently in a family that found the idea of being in Starfleet to be somewhat ridiculous. His father, apparently, had wanted his son to be an artist, but obviously Janson had strayed from that path.


As Janson prattled on, Dave found himself idly wondering how much useful information was being deleted from his brain in order to make room for the new load of junk that he was unwillingly memorizing.


Quickly enough, he found that his mind was wandering. Ally was working with Killcreek, learning the ropes, so to speak, of the transporter systems. He choked back a laugh at her misfortune. He liked Killcreek, but the thought of being trapped for hours with the man in a small room would probably be enough to make him suicidal. When he went on his break, he would probably head down there and see if she wanted to have lunch. 


Janson was talking about some girl that he had met at the Academy, whom apparently he had possessed high hopes for a future with. Dave nodded sympathetically as he relayed the details of their break up, and he was tempted, not for the first time, to wonder if he shouldn't just beat Janson's head into the bulkhead until he saw pink. Surely, there was no jury in the Federation that would convict him.
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Renaud wanted to speak to him in private, so Farrell followed him through the church to the small section of private rooms in the back. He felt somewhat silly as he followed Renaud, feeling like a contrite school boy being led away for his punishment.


Renaud's room, if one could even call it that, was nothing more than what appeared to be an empty storage closet. The priest didn't even have a bed, just a mat that was stretched out on the floor. Given Renaud's height, he probably couldn't even have stretched his legs at night without hitting one of the walls. He also lacked a pillow, using what appeared to be a rolled up jacket to rest his head on while he slept the sleep of the righteous.


Aside from that, there was a small, ceramic washbasin, the water dirty from too many uses. He assumed that water was at a premium, because Renaud didn't strike him as the slovenly type. The only other possessions that the old priest seemed to have was a crucifix– with Jesus– along with a tattered, leather bound copy of the Bible, and a worn and dirty PADD that sat neglected in the dirt beside the priest's mat. Renaud sat down wearily on the thin mattress, and gestured for Farrell to join him. He refused, politely, and leaned against the bulkhead instead.


While he wasn't surprised by Renaud's refusal to accompany him back to the Federation, he was hoping that he would be able to get through to him in private. He opened his mouth to make his case, but Renaud cut him off by speaking first.


“Captain,” he asked, a slight smile on his face, “do you have faith?”


The words brought him up short. That was the question wasn't it? Ever since he had essentially excommunicated himself from the church, he had struggled with that question on an on again/off again basis. Still, the last thing that he wanted at the moment was to get locked into a theological lecture.


“No,” he answered firmly. While he felt bad about lying to Renaud, he thought that it was for the best in the long run.


Renaud chuckled, emitting a dry, scratchy condemnation. “You're lying,” he observed, his eyes shining with fervor. “You assume that I was talking about God. Why is it that every time I mention faith, everyone assumes that I'm talking about God?”


“Well . . . you are a priest,” Farrell replied, more than a little confused.


Renaud leaned back against the wall, sighing heavily, although Farrell wasn't sure whether it was from fatigue or from frustration. “Perhaps,” he admitted, “But that's not really the issue here, is it? The real question, the one that intrigues me, is whether or not you– both as a man and as a soldier, has faith in anything.”


“I follow my orders,” Farrell said simply, aware only after he had finished speaking of how much like an automaton he sounded.


“That's it?” Renaud asked, sounding surprised by his response. “Nothing else drives you? Not duty? Or honor? Just your orders?” He shook his head slowly and clicked his tongue reproachfully, “I don't believe you, Captain. You don't look the part of an unquestioning servant of the Federation. You're uncomfortable just being here. Thus, it would reason to follow that you have some concerns, however minor, about your mission. Despite those concerns, you came anyway. And I don't believe that it was just so that you could follow your orders.”


“Why does it matter so much to you?”


Renaud responded with a small shrug, “I'm curious, Captain. Curious at how a man like you, who obviously doesn't want to be here, feels that he has the right to come and tell me, who does want to be here, that it is time for me to leave.”


Farrell pushed himself off of the wall, already feeling the blood beginning to pound in his temples. Priests! Why the hell did they always have to be so pompous and self righteous? He took a deep breath to steady himself before replying. “I'm a soldier, Father. I get orders, and I try to carry them out as best I can. Sometimes I'm curious– hell, sometimes I flat out disagree with them– but at the end of the day, I took an oath to follow the orders of my superior officers. Anything else is outside my purview, and frankly, it's not my place to ask.” Again, he had lied to Renaud, but only slightly. He knew that if he allowed himself to get drawn into a moral argument with the older man, then he would still be arguing about it when the Klingons arrived.


Renaud was silent for a moment, staring at him thoughtfully, “What a wonderfully simplistic world view,” he remarked offhandedly, and Farrell was unsure whether it was meant as an insult or as a compliment, “But it's not really an answer to my question, is it?”


Farrell allowed a frustrated breath to slip between his lips, “Father, I don't have any more complicated world views to offer you at the moment. If you and your people want to come up to my ship, then we can talk about this all the way back to the Federation for all I care. Either way, we have to leave.”


“I'm not going,” Renaud stated firmly.


“Father,” Farrell told him tightly, “Perhaps you don't understand what's happening here. The Klingons have broken through the Cardassian lines. They'll be here within the next day. When they get here, they will kill everything they see– including privileged Catholic priests.” He stared into Renaud's eyes, hoping to get his point across, “That collar won't protect you, Father.” He added, trying to make his point as clear as possible.


Renaud chuckled again, “Captain, I am not a fool. I understand the consequences of what lies ahead for me. I have made peace with. It it is God's will that I am to die here, then I accept whatever may come.”


Farrell blinked hard, suddenly aware that he may as well be back on the Repulse, having a conversation with one of the bulkheads. He could understand the concept of dying for what one believed was right. He himself had risked– and almost suffered– the same fate on more than one occasion. But to just sit back and wait for it struck him as wrong, somehow.


“God has nothing to do with it,” Farrell protested. He had often found his own stubbornness to be an asset, but having to deal with it from other people was rarely fun. “As I understand it, He gives us all free will, so that we can choose for ourselves.”


Renaud raised an eyebrow, “That almost sounds like a religious argument,” he noted, “Funny, as it's coming from a man who, by his own admission, has faith in nothing.”


“I'm just trying to speak your language,” Farrell replied.


“And I appreciate it,” Renaud countered pleasantly, “But please don't be so condescending in the future, Captain. I'm not saying that God wants me to die here, but I believe that He has led me to this place. These people need me. They have lost so much. For me to abandon them would be to abandon everything that I have spent my whole life preaching and practicing.”


“You can't preach many sermons when you're dead, Father,” Farrell pointed out.


“God has a plan,” he repeated, unfazed by Farrell's argument, “If I do die here, then I am confident that I will join Him in His Kingdom.”


Farrell was really starting to get flustered at Renaud's reasoning, even if it did make sense, considering the source. That was the inherent problem with trying to reason with people who had no fear of death. He opted to try another angle, “What about your people? Would you condemn them to the same fate?” 


“Of course not,” Renaud replied sharply, seemingly offended by the implication, “They are free to come and go as they please. I don't believe that they will go with you, but then,” he shrugged lightly, “I have been wrong before.”


Farrell considered calling in Mbeka and Kraft and dragging the priest and the nuns back to the ship by force. The more he thought about it, however, the more he knew that he could never bring himself to issue that order. Even if it was in their own best interests, his ingrained respect for the church hierarchy was strong enough, despite his breaking with the faith, that it would prevent him from doing so. The only other option was to try and sway Renaud and his followers with words, but he had even less confidence in that plan.


He did the math in his head, calculating how long they had until the Klingons arrived in the system. They were roughly thirty hours away, give or take an hour or so. In that time, he may be able to convince them to leave, and there was always the possibility that they would have a change of heart once the first Klingon ships began to strafe the refugee camp– but he really didn't want to wait around that long, lest he get caught in the crossfire.


He was confident in his crew and in his ship, but the Klingons would have him severely outnumbered, and if they came in looking for a fight, then supposed Federation neutrality probably wouldn't do much to help him in that instance.


“You almost look like you're having a crisis of faith,” Renaud commented offhandedly.


“I'm considering whether or not to drag you all back to my ship at gunpoint,” Farrell snapped, more harshly than he intended. He was annoyed that Renaud wouldn't seem to let that particular train of thought jump off the tracks.


“You won't,” Renaud laughed, sounding incredibly confident.


“And why's that?”


“It's not your way, Captain,” he said earnestly, as if they had know each other for years. “You're a soldier. You follow orders. At least, that's what you told me just a few moments ago. I highly doubt that Starfleet cleared you to abduct a group of missionaries, even if it was for their own good.”


The room was baking, and Farrell rubbed his sleeve across his forehead to keep the sweat from dripping into his eyes. “I was told to get all Federation civilians off of this planet before the Klingons get here,” he responded, although he followed it up with a lie, “My superiors were non-specific as to how.”


“Really?” Renaud seemed genuinely amused by what he had been told. “It must take a lot of faith to follow an order like that so blindly.”


“We've been down this road before, Father,” Farrell sighed.


“Yes, but somehow I don't think we ever got to the end of it.”


“What do you want from me?”



“The truth,” Renaud answered flatly, “I want the truth.”


“About whether or not I believe in the Bible?”


Renaud threw his head back and laughed, and the motion was so sudden that it caught Farrell by surprise. “I'm not talking about whether or not you believe the stories, Captain. Whether or not you believe that Jonah lived inside a whale, or whether or not the world ever flooded and Noah built his ark. Those are immaterial to the real question.”


“Which is?”


“Do you believe in a higher power than yourself?”


“I thought you said that you weren't talking about God?”


“Who said I was?” Renaud replied cryptically, “Why can't a higher power be Starfleet? Or the Federation? What I want to know is: do you, Captain Farrell, believe in anything that is greater than yourself?”


Farrell blew out an impatient breath, “I suppose that I believe in the Federation.”


“Not Starfleet?”


Farrell frowned, “We've had some fairly significant disagreements in the past.” He said back, hoping to leave it at that. While he knew that Renaud would treat anything that he was told in the strictest confidence, he would rather not get into a detailed confession of all of the times that he had strayed from the path.


“Yet you obeyed them when they told you to come here.”


“I took an oath to follow their orders,” Farrell answered tiredly, “Whether or not I agree with them.” Not that he had ever let that stop him before, but he wasn't about to admit that to a man that had a vested interest in his soul.


“As did I,” Renaud told him, “Only my oath was to God, and to the people that I serve. Just as you refuse to renege on your oath, I refuse to abandon mine.”


“Even if it costs you your life?”


“Especially if it costs me my life,” Renaud said firmly, “My faith is not an affectation, Captain. I don't simply abandon it when the going gets tough. Nor do I imagine that you would do any different, if you were called upon to lay down your life in defense of the Federation.”


I feel like I'm back in Sunday school, Farrell thought with no small amount of bitterness, trying to argue with one of the nuns that the idea of the whole world flooding and one man building a boat large enough to house two of every animal on the planet is really, really stupid.


“I understand,” he said after a moment of thought, “Really, I do. However, it's been my experience that discretion is the better part of valor. What good would it do, for anyone, if you died here? There are other people in the galaxy who need your help, Father. If you die here, it would be depriving them of your services.”


“There are other priests out there,” Renaud dismissed him, “Not many, I'll grant you. But enough.” He scratched at his chin, the stubble on his face apparently beginning to itch, “My place is here, Captain. You won't convince me otherwise.”


“What do you think that you're going to accomplish here?” He asked angrily, upset both with Renaud, for being sanctimonious and difficult, and at himself as well, for failing to anticipate what was unfolding in front of him. “Just what do you think that you're going to change?”


“Maybe nothing,” Renaud admitted with a small shrug, “Maybe everything. There was a time when people thought that humanity could never evolve beyond war and petty infighting, Captain. Look how far we've come. I didn't come here to spread the Gospel. I came here to bandage open wounds and to put food in empty stomachs. I hope, in my own small way, that, one day, that will be enough to change the universe.”


“Did you bring any weapons with you?”


Renaud looked offended by the question, “Of course not!”


“Then you're not changing anything,” he stated firmly.


“That's terribly cynical,” Renaud chastised him, “Even for a hardened soldier. I have given you my answer, Captain. You can't change my mind on this.”


“No,” he sighed, “I don't suppose that I will. I'm sorry to have wasted your time, Father.” He began to turn to leave when Renaud spoke again, halting him in his tracks.


“That doesn't mean that you still can't do some good,” he said quietly.


“What do you mean?”


“These people,” Renaud waved his hand, indicating the sick and the needy that were obscured by the walls, “They need your help far more than I do.”


“I'm not here for them,” Farrell responded, his voice suddenly hard. Why hadn't he seen this coming? Renaud may have wanted to throw his life away for some destitute Cardassians, but he wasn't about to ask his crew to do the same. On one hand, he was upset that he had allowed the conversation to continue as long as it had. As soon as Renaud had refused to leave, he should have simply apologized for his intrusion and been on his way. But on the other, he knew that he at least owed the man enough to hear him out.


Renaud seemed saddened by his answer. “I wonder what happened to you,” he said, more to himself than to Farrell, “to have made you so hard. To be able to see all this, and do nothing?”


“I can think of a few things.”


“The Cardassians are pulling out,” Renaud continued as if he hadn't heard him, “They're taking their soldiers with them. When the Klingons arrive, we will be defenseless.”


“Then come with us.” Farrell wondered how he knew what was going to happen, but then remembered that he was on familiar terms with Gul Prakel. He wouldn't have been surprised to learn that the gul had let it slip somehow.


“We've been over that ground before, Captain. I'm not leaving, and my people won't, either. You, on the other hand, may be willing to convince the Cardassian soldiers to remain. If their ships stay here, along with yours, then the Klingons may think twice about attacking. They may even move on to more tempting, military targets.”


“I must confess,” Farrell said back, “that that doesn't sound like a very priestly argument to me. I thought that you were all opposed to fighting, even in self defense.”


Renaud smiled, “Priests once rode to Jerusalem to 'liberate' the Holy Land from the infidels,” he replied, “These people are not soldiers, Captain. They have done nothing, committed no crime, other than to exist. They do not deserve to die for it. I will hope and pray with all of my soul that bloodshed can be avoided. But, if that is not to be case, then I will pray even harder that it is the Klingons who will be on the receiving end of such a curse.”


He cleared his throat, “Please, Captain,” he whispered, “At least consider my request. It's the decent thing to do.”


He had to admit that he was impressed with Renaud. His father, being a student of history, had always had something of a negative opinion of the French. Cheese-eating surrender monkeys, he had often called them. He himself had once gotten in trouble at the Academy for using such a phrase. But, really, what did they expect him to say about a people that had surrendered in two out of three world wars?


Now, however, he was being forced to reexamine that old prejudice. Renaud, who was willing to risk torture and death without weapons and nothing but his faith as his shield, had just asked him to step forward and do the moral thing. It was a brave thing, probably even more so than anything that he had had ever done. He owed the man an answer. But what was the correct answer, if such a thing even existed?


What would Lieutenant Crane have done in a situation like this? Or Captain Stone? Or, for that matter, Admiral Hoyt? There were strong arguments to be made either way, and he was having something of a crisis of faith about the whole thing. Could he risk plunging the Federation into a war with the Klingons? Even if that didn't happen, did he– did anyone– have the right to ask his crew to lay down their lives for people that they had never met and had taken no oath to protect?


“I'm not here to do the decent thing,” he said finally, “I'm here to follow orders.”


Renaud's face fell, and Farrell felt his heart sinking right along with it. “I see,” he spoke after a moment, “In that case, Captain, I will pray that you have a safe journey home.”


He was too ashamed to say anything else, so he merely left. He half expected Renaud to follow him and to continue to plead his case, but the old man just sat there, almost in a daze. Farrell walked back into the main part of the church and kept his eyes focused on the exit. His gaze never wavered left or right, to see the people that Renaud had come to save, or the nuns that toiled endlessly to make their miserable lives just that much better.


He stepped into the bright, midday sun and found both Kraft and Mbeka waiting for him, expectant expressions on their faces. Ensign Kraft offered him his phaser back, which he accepted and attached back on his hip. “Go back to Zhurova and the others,” he ordered, not wanting to be around anyone at the moment. “Stay with them until they're ready to return to the ship.”


Perhaps sensing that he didn't want to talk to anyone, they merely nodded and began to walk back the way that they had come. Farrell watched them for a while, feeling about as low as he ever had. All around him, he got the distinct feeling that they eyes of everyone in the whole camp were on him. Part of him considered going back inside, to try and make Renaud see that what he had requested was impossible, but he realized that he couldn't face the man again. To try and justify the things that he had said would be pointless.


He looked around, seeing that the lineup outside of the church hadn't thinned much since he had entered. If anything, it had only gotten longer. The old nun still moved up and down the line, offering water and kind words. In her presence, he felt small and weak. Everything that he had done, all of his medals for courage and decisiveness seemed meaningless and petty compared to what these people had come to do.


He reached up and pressed the combadge on his uniform, “Farrell to Repulse. One to beam up.” He took one last look around the camp before he added, “Energize.”

17

Cadet Allison Rice stood behind the transporter console and followed the steps that had been laid out for her by Crewman Killcreek. She had spent most of the day with the Repulse's senior transporter operator, and she had learned more from him about transporter systems in a few short hours than she had in three years at the Academy.


Around her, the various equipment in the transporter room hummed and beeped approvingly at her efforts to control them.  The first part of the day had been spent just getting her familiar with all of the different systems and how they worked with one another. It had been somewhat head spinning at first, but Killcreek had been patient enough to stop and reexplain things to her that she had had trouble catching the first time around.


She had been somewhat nervous before starting the day, having heard of Killcreek's notorious reputation among the crew. Up close, she had found him to be intelligent and engaging, with a good deal of practical knowledge in his craft that he had been able to relay to her directly and concisely. She had actually found him to be a better teacher than some of her instructors at the Academy had been when they had attempted to school new cadets on the intricacies of transporter operations. His calm, almost blasé demeanor had worked well to relax her and make her more receptive to what he was teaching her.


For most of her shift, they had been monitoring the away team that was down on the surface of the planet. Killcreek had been blunt when he had told her that sending a small group down into the midst of a quarter of a million Cardassians was a particularly bad idea. As a result, they had been on constant alert, ready to rush to the controls and beam everyone back as quickly as possible should the need arise.


When they had received the request for a beam up from Captain Farrell, Killcreek had insisted that she handle it herself. The procedure was relatively straightforward, but actually doing it for the first time was more nerve wracking than she cared to admit. Killcreek stood over her shoulder, watching silently as she manipulated the controls and locked onto Captain Farrell's combadge signal. The idea of reducing a person into energy and then reassembling them seemed a lot more significant than it had before.


She hesitated only slightly as she ran her fingers along the vertical controls that began the process. Thankfully, the computer handled everything else capably. With a familiar whine, the captain materialized on the transporter pad before them. She opened her mouth to welcome him back to the ship, but something stopped her from speaking.


He looked awful, as if something were eating away at him inside. Without a word, he stepped down off of the pad and walked out of the room and into the corridor. Rice watched him as he passed, overwhelmed with curiosity.


“I wonder what he's got up his ass now,” Killcreek muttered as the doors slid shut behind the captain.


“What do you mean?” She asked, trying not to show how shocked she was to hear someone talk so frankly of their commanding officer in the presence of someone else.


Killcreek shrugged, “The captain's good people,” he answered, “But every now and then, when something cocks up, he gets all pissy and withdrawn.” Killcreek shook his head and sighed, “If you have any money, Cadet, I would bet it all on the captain doing something really stupid in the near future.”


“Like what?”


“Your guess is as good as mine,” he admitted, “But it will probably involve either him or all of us trying to be heroes and getting into trouble.” He didn't elaborate any further, but the tone of his voice indicated that he was intimately familiar of which he spoke. Despite the note of finality in his words, she could help but press him for more information.


“I thought you said that you liked him?”


“I do, normally.” He stepped forward and tapped a few buttons on the console aimlessly, “Every now and then, however, I start to wish that I had retired as soon as I had finished putting in my twenty years.”


She couldn't think of anything meaningful to say, so she opted to keep her silence. Something told her that Killcreek was merely venting his frustrations to her, although she couldn't figure out why. At the Academy, it wasn't uncommon to hear whispers of of discontent by some cadets at the personality or behavior of one of the instructors, but hearing such open criticism spoken so casually came as something of a shock to her.


If there was one thing that she had learned about being on a starship so far, it was that it was vastly different from the highly regimented lifestyle at the Academy. There, in the bosom of everything that Starfleet represented, cadets were exposed to a somewhat more orthodox view of the institution. Here, out on the frontier, she had found that Starfleet wasn't viewed with quite the same reverence as it was back on Earth. 


At the Academy, virtually everyone was either a commissioned officer or aspiring to be one. Before coming aboard the Repulse, she had never been around a large number of noncommissioned personnel, and she had found that they usually had a more liberal view of Starfleet. A lot of them, it seemed, viewed it as more of a job or an adventure than a career. Some of them she had spoken to had confessed openly that they were planning on leaving for good as soon as their tours of duty were up. Having grown up always wanting to be on a starship, it was something of an adjustment to her to realize that there were people out there who had no desire to be on one at all.


Infinite diversity in infinite combinations, she reminded herself, recalling the words of Professor Somak, one of her favorite instructors. The wizened old Vulcan woman had been fond of that particular saying, and had repeated it ad nauseum to her young charges in her ethics classes.


After a few moments of silence, Killcreek sighed and reached across the console to point at another control. “Now these, Cadet, control the Heisenberg compensators . . .”


With another shift over and behind him, Ensign Androvar Kovax sat at a table in Ten Forward and contemplated what to do next. Across the table from him, partially obscured by the three dimensional chess board, Ensign Saral sat serenely, awaiting his next move.


Kovax frowned and chewed at the inside of his cheek, desperately searching for a way out of his current predicament. Saral had countered each one of his offensives with an irritating coolness that had left him on the defensive and facing utter defeat. Beside him, observing the whole affair with a bored expression, was Ensign Monfriez.


“Come on, Kovax,” she pleaded, “Move something.”


“There's no timer,” he retorted, “I'll move when I'm ready.”


Monfriez sighed and rolled her eyes. Sensing the pressure, he finally moved a rook into what looked like a decent striking position. He sat back, awaiting Saral's next move. Unfortunately for him, the Vulcan clearly anticipated each one of his moves and had a counter strategy in effect. Without even a pause, he reached across the board and moved a bishop into a line with his king.


“Check,” he said flatly.


Kovax suppressed a grimace and took a sip of his drink in an effort to buy himself some time in order to think. He could move the rook back where it was, but that would be sacrificing one of his last remaining good pieces. If he moved his king, that would only buy him a bit of time.


He felt Monfriez' eyes on him and he pondered his slim chances for salvation. Finally, he looked up at her, “Would you stop doing that?” he asked irritably.


“Doing what?”


“Staring at me.”


“Stop screwing around and make a move and then I'll stop staring at you.”


“If it's so boring, then why don't you do something else?”


She shrugged, “Like what? My holodeck time doesn't start for another hour. Until then, you two, I'm sorry to say, are just about the best show in town.”


He blew out an impatient breath and moved his king.


Again, Saral quickly reached out and moved his queen– which Kovax had sacrificed three good pieces in a futile effort to destroy– down one level. “Checkmate,” he stated, his voice as even and flat as always. Despite that, Kovax could have sworn that he detected some sort of arrogant boasting in his tone.


“Dammit,” he muttered.


“You played well, Kovax,” Saral assured him, “You are getting better with each game.”


He nodded, but the praise did little to mollify him. How could he be expected to compete with someone who's brain worked like a computer? The fact that he worked with computers had given him little insight into defeating the laconic Vulcan engineer.


“Thanks,” he offered flatly. “I need another drink.”


He wound his way through the thickening crowd in Ten Forward, which was just starting to fill up as more and more of the alpha shift came off duty and found their way there. The evacuation of the nonessential personnel had thinned the herd somewhat, but there were still enough people left aboard to fill the room to capacity. He managed to beat most of the rush to the bar, but when he left it with a fresh Samarian sunset in his hand, he found that he had little desire to go back to sitting with Saral and Monfriez. He scanned the room, eventually spotting Lieutenant Commander Rice sitting alone at a table off in corner. He made his way over, and Rice waved him down with an easy smile.


“Kovax,” he said, nodding as he took a sip of his scotch.


“Dave,” he replied, settling in with a contented sigh. He looked around, “Where's your daughter?”


“She's freshening up,” Dave answered warily, “She should be down here soon.”


“How's she enjoying her time aboard the ship?”


He shrugged, “She says that she's having a blast,” he said, “Of course, she could be lying.”


Kovax nodded noncommittally. He hadn't yet had the opportunity to work with Dave's daughter, although he would in the near future. He personally didn't see the point in making sure that a cadet on the command track waste her time on learning every little system on the ship, but he was still looking forward to it, if only because he liked talking about computers.


“Still,” Dave continued wistfully, “It's nice to have her on board. The circumstances could be better–” he gestured out the viewport at the planet below– “but, as the captain likes to say, they can't all be winners, can they?”


“I suppose not.”


“You sound down,” Dave noted. “Is something wrong?”


Kovax pursed his lips for a moment and then shook his head, “No,” he lied, “Not really. Just one of those days, you know?”


Dave smiled knowingly, “Yeah, I know those days.”


“It's just that . . .” Kovax began, but then faltered, unsure of how to proceed.


“Just what?”


“I don't know,” he sighed wearily, “I've been looking around for someone, but nobody seems compatible.”


Dave downed the rest of his drink and then regarded the ice cubes in his glass for a moment. “Who did you have in mind?” he asked, and then added, “And if you say my daughter, I'll kill you right here and now.”


Kovax wasn't sure how to take the last part. “Not her,” he assured Dave, feeling slightly relieved that the thought had never even crossed her mind. “I was thinking of Ensign Latimer in nacelle control.”


“Which one is that?”


“She's one of your people,” Kovax pointed out.


“So? I can barely remember my own name most days.”


“She's the one with the really dark hair and the big smile.”


Dave nodded appreciatively. “Oh, her.”


Kovax could sense the hesitation in the older man's voice. “You don't think it's a good idea?”


Dave leaned forward on the table and tapped his fingers against the smooth surface. “Can I be honest?”


“Sure.”


“She's out of your league,” he said bluntly, and then tossed one of the ice cubes into his mouth and started chewing it.


He felt his shoulders sink, “What do you mean?”


“I don't want to be mean or anything,” Dave explained, “But she's out of your league. Hell, she's out of pretty much everyones league.”


“I really like her.”


Dave rolled his eyes, “Of course you do– she's gorgeous.” He swallowed what was left of his ice cube and scooped another one out of his glass, “Hell, I'd stab you in the head with a butter knife right now if she promised that she'd sleep with me.” When he was finished, he put the other ice cube in his mouth and began chewing again.


Kovax had been plagued with similar thoughts, which was why he had yet to pursue anything. Also, the lingering medical concerns were another hurdle that had to be cleared. He blew a long, frustrated breath out from between his lips and marveled at the injustice of it all.


“Hey,” Dave said, “don't feel bad. I'd be lying if I said that Nancy was the most beautiful woman in the galaxy. There are nearly eight hundred people on this ship, Kovax. One of 'em has to be compatible with you. You just need to set your sights a little lower, is all.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully, “What about Ensign Rembrant?”


Kovax frowned, “Isn't she the one that you once called Ensign Horse-face?”


“Well, she does have a pretty bad case of buck teeth,” Dave said defensively, “Either way, she's more your speed.”


“Because she's ugly?”


“Well . . . yeah.”


“I'd rather not start right at the bottom of the ladder,” Kovax groused, feeling slightly ashamed that he was being so vain. As much as he tried to fight it, he knew that he would have preferred a beautiful woman over an ugly one.


“You have to start somewhere,” Dave told him. “Don't worry about it so much, Ensign. You'll get there eventually.”


“I know,” he admitted, “But still, it just seems so daunting.”


Dave smiled lopsidedly, “It could be worse, Ensign. Always remember that. No matter how bad things get; they could always get worse.”


“All senior officers report to the observation lounge,” Captain Farrell's voice piped through the intercom. Both Dave and Kovax looked up from where the sound had emerged. Dave cursed and tossed the third and final ice cube back into his glass.


“See what I mean?” he asked rhetorically as they rose out of their seats and headed towards the exit.

*
*
*


Farrell's brooding process had begun as soon as he had returned to the ship. Safely ensconced within the comfortable confines of his quarters, he had sat down behind his desk and poured himself a healthy shot of bourbon. After he had knocked back two drinks, he had settled in and began the long and arduous process of wrestling with his own conscience.


I'm not here to do the decent thing. I'm here to follow orders.


He ran those words, which had been the last that he had spoken to Father Renaud, over and over in his mind. His peace of mind had not returned since his return to the ship. Nor did he have any reason to believe that it would do so if he merely hauled anchor and returned to the Federation without completing the mission that he had been sent here to accomplish.


Orders. That was the crux of where the problem lie. If Starfleet had ordered him to defend the missionaries to the death, then he knew that he would have had no problem following it. That, at least to him, seemed honorable. To merely cut and run, leaving so many people to an uncertain fate, struck of cowardice to him. He thought about requesting permission from Starfleet to stay, but he dismissed the idea almost as quickly as it occurred to him. He had no illusions about what Admiral Nechayev would say to such a request.


Of course, that was not necessarily an indictment of Starfleet Command. They had to balance the big picture with the concerns of the little guy. He knew that up there, the needs of the many did, in fact, outweigh the needs of the few. 


Okay, so maybe I can't request permission to stay, he thought, his mind churning with possibilities, But if we just happened to still be here when the Klingons showed up, and if they fired the first shot . . . There was potential in such a plan, which only left one question– could he do it? His concerns about asking his crew to undertake what could potentially be a suicide mission still weighed heavily on his mind.


There was something else, as well. A word that lingered in the back of his mind that he had been trying his best to hold at bay.


Enoria.


While he had acknowledged a passing similarity between the current situation and the one that had developed all those years ago in that awful place, he knew that they were dramatically different situations. Still, something about it cast a shadow over him, which made it all the more difficult to simply ruck up and move out. If not for that, he supposed that he may have been able to just walk away and leave Father Renaud and the Krulak system in his wake.


Now, however, he realized that he couldn't simply turn the other cheek.


Not again.


He decided then and there that the least that he could do was to see how they felt about it. For all he knew, they would all be on board with such an idea. Of course, they could very well rat him out and see him relieved of command for conspiring to violate the Prime Directive. The risk was there, to be sure, but he found that entertaining the idea of staying behind had done wonders to assuage his battered conscience.


Still, it couldn't hurt to do some digging. Maybe see if Father Renaud's plan could even work. If the Cardassians were willing to stay, then he could proceed from there. If they refused, then he knew that staying behind, no matter how appealing, would be impossible.


He took another drink to steady his nerves before he called up to the bridge and asked for them to open a channel to Gul Jimed aboard the Nakel. When that was done, he sat back in his chair and stared at his computer monitor until Jimed's dour face appeared on the screen.


“Captain Farrell,” Jimed acknowledged him with a solitary dip of his chin, “Is there something that I can do for you?”


Seeing no alternative, Farrell steamed ahead and made his offer. He told Jimed that he knew that he had been ordered to pull out of the system. When he made his offer of assistance, he could tell that Jimed was taken aback by the offer.


“May I ask why you would wish to help us?” Jimed asked.


“I'm not promising anything,” Farrell cautioned him, “I'm merely inquiring as to whether or not it's a feasible plan.” It was probably best, he reasoned, not to get himself in too deep without leaving himself an exit strategy.


Jimed reached up and rubbed his chin thoughtfully, “I suppose that the presence of a Federation starship would do a great deal to bolster our defenses,” he admitted, “It could even dissuade the Klingons from attacking the system altogether, although I wouldn't hold out a lot of hope for that particular outcome.”


“Do you think that the Central Command would approve it?”


Jimed smiled, “Well, officially, the civilian Detapa Council wields the ultimate authority now. However, I do have some contacts in what's left of the Central Command that I could most likely get such a request authorized.” He chuckled softly, “Of course, the Detapa Council would probably not agree, but if they didn't find out until it was too late . . .” he let the words hang in the air, and Farrell got the hint. If they were going to do this, then they would be doing it on their own, and they could very well both face disciplinary actions when they got home.


“I need to talk to my people,” Farrell told him, “I can't ask them to do this without seeing how they feel about it first.”


Jimed's expression softened, “I understand,” he replied, “This is Cardassian soil, and my men will die to defend it, if they have to. Your people cannot be expected to make the same sacrifice without being consulted beforehand.”


“I'll let you know how it goes,” Farrell said, “Repulse, out.”


When Jimed's face disappeared from the viewscreen, he poured himself another drink and asked himself once more if he really wanted to go through with it. Considering the alternative, he knew that he at least had to try.


With that thought in his mind, he reached up and tapped his combadge, “All senior officers report to the observation lounge.” He knew that the computer would instantly relay the order throughout the ship and down to the away team on the planet's surface.


So the die had been cast, he decided. He had committed himself to a course of action that could very well end with him stripped of command and his career ruined. Only if I fail, he reminded himself. Starfleet tended to be fairly forgiving if ones gambles paid off. If they didn't then he knew that they would throw the book at whomever had deigned to think for themselves. He smiled as he thought about Lieutenant Crane, who had used to say that the easiest way to avoid defeat was never to fail.


Frankly, he wished that Lieutenant Crane had been present to counsel him. He knew that Crane would probably turn over in his grave if he knew that Farrell was risking his career to help Cardassians, of all people. Farrell couldn't help but find some sort of guilty pleasure in that idea.


Damn you, Father, he thought as he stood and headed up to the observation lounge.
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It took a while for the away team to return from the planet's surface. While she waited in the observation lounge for them to return, Commander Elizabeth Grant sat and wondered idly what Captain Farrell had in store for them. She had learned, as had several members of the crew, that the civilian aid workers, who had turned out to be from a Catholic charity organization, had refused to be evacuated. She wanted to believe that Captain Farrell was going to accept their answer and tell them that they would be returning to Federation space. However, her past experience with the captain had cautioned her to prepare herself for the possibility that he would drop a bombshell on them.


As the rest of the senior staff filed into the lounge, along with Master Chief Baxter, who assumed his customary seat at the far end of the table, she watched each of them carefully for any sort of telling reaction. For the most part, they seemed to be as clueless as her about what to expect.


Captain Farrell, for his part, stood patiently beside the large monitor that was set into the bulkhead across from her. On either side of it, two large paintings of the two previous Federation Starships Repulse were hung. The one on the right, showing the Constitution-class vessel flying through a nebula, was her personal favorite. It seemed more graceful, somehow, than the more boring one of her Excelsior-class successor gliding through an otherwise vacant star scape.


Once everyone had settled in, Farrell cleared his throat to draw everyone's attention, and then began to speak. “As most of you are no doubt aware, the civilians have refused to be evacuated from the planet and returned to the Federation.”


He paused, allowing his words to sink in before he continued, “According to Starfleet, we now have less than thirty hours before a Klingon battle group, numbering anywhere from nine to twenty warships, arrives in this system and begins their assault on the refugee camp.”


Grant listened as he spoke, suddenly aware that he was about to propose some wild and crazy idea of how they could somehow get themselves involved. She thought about stopping him then and there, but she felt that she owed him enough to let him plead his case. She looked around the table, trying to see if anyone else had reached the same conclusion. The expressions on their faces were uniformly grim, although she couldn't be sure if they were that way because they suspected something was amiss, or if they were merely facing the sobering reality that their mission had failed.


“I have made preliminary contact with Gul Jimed,” Farrell steamed ahead, “He has informed me that the Cardassian forces in this system have been ordered to fall back to a more secure location. If that happens, then the people down there will be defenseless.”


“They're just going to leave them down there?” Chandler asked, the shock and anger readily evident in her voice.


Farrell nodded gravelly, “I would assume that they will evacuate as many civilians as they can before they go,” he replied, “But that would only be a drop in the bucket. The majority of those people would be left behind to fend for themselves.”


“I take it that you didn't call us all the way up here just for that,” Commander Rice suggested wearily, as if he could sense what was coming.


“No,” Farrell admitted, “Gul Jimed and I have come up with a preliminary plan that would allow the Cardassians to remain in the system and help defend it. The only hitch is, we would have to stay with them.”


“Excuse me, sir?” Mbeka asked, his normally unreadable expression showing uncustomary surprise.


“The Cardassians don't think that they can hold the system by themselves,” Farrell explained, “If we stay and help them, then they will hold their positions.”


“What difference can we make, sir?” Sanderson interjected, the tone of his voice rising by a couple of octaves.


“A lot,” Farrell said as he turned and activated the monitor beside him. It winked into life and displayed a graphic of the system. Around the planet, several Cardassian symbols hovered on the screen. In their midst was a single Starfleet delta representing the Repulse. “The Cardassians are currently fielding a force of three Galor-class cruisers and four smaller Hideki-class patrol vessels. We out gun anything that they've currently got deployed. As for the Klingons, the only thing in their arsenal that has a leg up on us would be a Vor'cha-class attack cruiser. Excepting, of course, their new flagship, the Negh'Var.” He paused for a moment and indicated the ships on the screen. “Now, we can probably assume that the majority of the ships that the Klingons are sending will be smaller vessels, such as birds of prey. There's even a good chance that some of them will be planetary assault ships. If we remain, we may find ourselves on equal footing, tactical-wise.”


“Captain,” Grant said firmly, “Are you seriously suggesting that we involve ourselves in this war? In direct violation of our standing orders, as well as the Prime Directive?”


“Not at all,” Farrell replied breezily, “We will remain on station until the Klingons arrive. If anybody asks, we will merely be trying to evacuate our people. Then, if they want to attack that camp, they will have to fire the first shot. I'm betting that they won't want to start a war with the Federation over a bunch of refugees. In short, I think that if they get here and find us . . . then they'll blink, and move on to greener pastures.”


“That's an awful risky game of chicken,” Rice pointed out sourly.


“Perhaps,” he allowed, “But it's the only chance that those people down there have got. It's either that . . . or we leave and everybody down there, including our people, get slaughtered when the Klingons get here. And I can tell you right now that I'm not gonna let that happen.”


Grant could actually feel the blood running out of her face. What the captain was proposing was, at best, an extremely loose interpretation of their orders that could easily plunge the Federation into a war. At worst, it was an outright attempt to start one. She licked her lips and opened her mouth to speak, but then she thought better of it. It would be better, she realized, to approach him in private when the briefing was over and try and talk some sense into him then. If she tried now, she would be putting him on trial in front of everyone else, and he may try to stick to his guns in a stubborn attempt to save face.


She glanced furtively around the table, and was gratified to see some hesitation on the faces of some of the others. Mbeka, on the other hand, had returned to his typical granite expression, and Baxter seemed to be bored by the whole proceeding.


Farrell, apparently, saw it as well. “I know that this probably comes as a surprise,” Farrell told them, “And I know that you all probably have questions or concerns. I want to hear about what you guys have to say about it. Speak freely.”


Grant, as first officer, suddenly felt every set of eyes on her. If there was to be an open opposition of the captain's plan, then she knew that she would have to be the one to lead it. She leaned forward and steeled herself for what needed to be said. She would have preferred a more private session to air her grievances, but he hadn't left her that option. “I must object to this decision, Captain,” she said honestly, “It's an awful risk for something that is none of our business. We would not only be violating our orders, but we would be risking a war with the Klingons.”


Farrell nodded, but said nothing in response. He shifted his gaze to Dave, who looked at the monitor and chewed his lip. “I never thought that I'd say this,” he started, “but I have to agree with Commander Grant. It's too risky.”


Farrell nodded again, but his face remained inscrutable. He looked expectantly at Mbeka, who slipped a nervous glance in Grant's direction before replying. “Sir, I have to concur with Commanders Grant and Rice. In an engagement with that many Klingon ships, I cannot guarantee the safety of this vessel. If you want my opinion, sir, then I think that we should cut our losses and head home. But as for whether I'm in or out– you know the answer to that.”


Grant had to admit that she was somewhat surprised that Mbeka would denounce the plan and then throw his support behind it. Then again, he had displayed loyalty to the captain before. Farrell went down the table to each officer present. Zhurova, having seen first hand the devastation below, supported the decision, as did Lieutenant Chandler. Sanderson also approved, although Grant got the distinct feeling that he was doing it more to assuage his girlfriend than because he truly agreed with what was being proposed. Kovax also supported the plan, but she was left with the impression that he was merely buckling to peer pressure from his friends.


“Master Chief?” Farrell asked, looking at Baxter, who once again seemed surprised to be involved in the discussion at all.


The grizzled veteran sat up in his seat and looked down the table at everyone. After a moment of silence, he nodded. “Let's do it,” he said firmly, “Whatever decision that you make, sir, I'll support it fully.”


Farrell smiled gratefully, “All right then, it's settled. If anyone wishes to do so, I will note your objections in my log. If anyone strongly disagrees with this and doesn't feel confident that they can carry out their assigned duties, then let me know and I'll relieve you of duty, but I won't make any official recommendation for disciplinary action.”


Around her, Grant noticed that everyone nodded. Caught up in the act, she found herself nodding along with them. This was insane, she realized. When Farrell dismissed everyone, she lingered behind, waiting until only her and the captain were left.


“I take it you want to speak to me?” Farrell asked wryly, sitting down across the table from her.


Grant sighed and shook her head. “Captain . . . what are we doing here?”


“We're playing fast and loose with our orders,” he confessed, “But then, I think that you already figured that out. If you have anything to get off your chest, Commander, then do so.”


Sitting there, looking into her eyes, she noticed that Farrell seemed haunted by something. She couldn't be sure what, but it was a look that she had never quite seen before. Whatever it was, it was compelling enough for him to risk his career in an effort to involve himself.


Regardless of his personal feelings, however, he had a sworn duty not to allow them to influence his judgment. “Captain, we can't do this,” she said firmly, determined not to waver in her resolve, “We have to follow our orders as laid out to us by Admiral Nechayev. 


He leaned back in his chair and stared at her for a moment, as if he were judging her loyalty. “Yes,” he mused absently, “I suppose that seems like the right thing to do, doesn't it?”


She opened her mouth to reply, but he cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Commander, how many times has the excuse 'I was only following orders' been used to justify some terrible thing that happened somewhere?


“It's nice,” he continued without giving her a chance to reply, “I admit that. It makes all of us good Germans. It absolves us of any personal guilt or responsibility.” He shook his head firmly, “But it's not enough, is it? It's an incomplete response. And, more importantly, it doesn't work. It didn't work for the Nazis at Nuremberg, it didn't work for Lieutenant Calley at My Lai . . . and it hasn't worked for me in the past. At least, not for myself.”


His gaze softened and he smiled sadly, “Once, I followed your logic. I did my duty like a good soldier. I followed my orders . . . and a lot of innocent people died. After that happened, I told myself that the next time it came about, I wouldn't let myself fall into the same trap as I did then.”


She got the distinct impression that he was revealing something very personal to her. From the buried sorrow in his voice, she suspected that it was something that he had probably not told a lot of people beforehand. Irregardless of that, she knew that her duty required her to stick to her guns. “But we don't have any business being here, sir.”


“Maybe you're right,” he admitted with a weary sigh, “But the fact is that we're here, and we have the opportunity to do something good. Maybe it won't change anything in the long run, maybe it's against our orders or the articles of the Federation, but the simple fact is that we can make a difference here . . . no matter how small.”


Grant felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. She knew that Farrell was absolutely committed to his decision. That left her in something of a bind. Either way, right or wrong, she had to make a decision. “I could relieve you of command,” she pointed out gently.


He nodded, “Before you do,” he replied softly, “I want you to go down there. See for yourself what's happening. If you can go down there, and see all of that, and not want to stay . . . well, then I suppose that you're made of sterner stuff than I am.”


“Is that an order?”


“No, it's a suggestion.” He stood up and walked over to the viewports that lined the bulkhead behind her, “If you really want to fight this, then all I ask is that you at least make sure that you are fully aware of the consequences of your actions. If you can see all that misery, and then still decide that your orders are more important, then you can do what you think is best, as well as deal with all the sleepless nights that come as a result.”


Grant bristled at the implication, “I seem to recall,” she said shortly, “a lecture that you gave to me once, during the Eden Prime mission. You told me that the right thing to do isn't always the right thing to do.”


He looked back over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows questioningly, “That's right, I did say that. But what's right and what's right is up to interpretation. For you, the right thing is following orders. For me, the right thing to do is to stay here and try to help. Until the game has been played, and the score is tallied, then I don't suppose that we'll know either way which was the best course of action.”


Grant fell silent, wondering what she should do next. For her, her dedication to orders and the chain of command was something that had been inviolable– with one notable exception the year before– but that had been different. She had disobeyed Admiral Hoyt to help Captain Farrell prove that he had been betraying the Federation. Admiral Nechayev, on the other hand, was above reproach and had given them clear instructions that did not serve her own best interests. For Grant, that was a more uneasy dilemma for her. Was she really prepared to disobey a direct order in the pursuit of her own good feelings?


Then again, she supposed that the least she could do was go down to the planet. If she was really going to relieve Farrell of command and abandon those people, then she knew that she would have to follow his advice or else deal with the consequences for the rest of her life.


“I'll go down there,” she said after a long moment of contemplation, “I'll go down there and see for myself what it's like. If I come back, and if I decide that we need to return to the Federation, then I'll have no choice but to either force you to change your mind or relieve you of command.”


Farrell smiled cryptically, “You're welcome to try.”


Well, I suppose that there's no time like the present, she thought, coming to her feet, I might as well get this over with. “Captain,” she nodded before she walked out of the observation lounge and into the short corridor that led to the bridge. At the end of it, where it opened up onto the bridge itself, she stepped into the turbolift on her right and ordered it to take her down to the transporter room.
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“Are you feeling okay?”


Lieutenant Kate Chandler looked up from her plate of Caesar salad and forced a smile across the table at Sandy. “I'm fine,” she lied, “I'm just a little tired, is all.” She felt bad about keeping things from him, which she had resolved not to do, but she didn't feel like getting into a lengthy discussion on her feelings at the moment. Truth be told, she felt somewhat guilty about sitting in her nice, warm quarters and eating a full meal with the man that she loved while below her, so many people were going without even the most basic of necessities.


He frowned, apparently unconvinced by her acting. “Are you sure?”


She sighed and pushed her plate away from her, not feeling very hungry. “Yes, I'm sure. It's just that . . .” she looked out the viewport in her quarters and tried not to think about all of those people who languished down in the refugee camp, “I guess that I just can't stop thinking about all of those people down there.” While she had felt some of her usual self returning following her emotional breakdown earlier in the day, she knew that she was still far, far away from feeling a hundred percent. She wondered if she would ever get back to that sort of blissful ignorance that she had possessed for so long.


He reached across the small dining table and placed one comforting hand over hers, “I can only imagine how bad it was,” he said, “But you heard what the captain said. We're gonna find a way to help them. When the Klingons get here, and find us waiting for them, then they'll think twice about attacking.”


“I hope so,” she answered, “It's just hard to wrap your mind around it. How people can be so cruel to each other.” She closed her eyes and thought again of the dead Cardassian woman and her unborn baby, “Being down there, and seeing it all up close . . . It makes it kind of hard to believe that this is considered normal for some people.”


“No one ever accused the Klingons or the Cardassians of being particularly enlightened.”


She shook her head forcefully, “That's just it. When I was down there, I didn't see Cardassians. I just saw people. Scared, desperate people who have lost their homes and, in a lot of cases, their loved ones. They didn't do anything to deserve it and it's not fair.” With her free hand, she picked up her glass of wine and gulped back a as much as she could. Normally, she was a fairly light drinker, but tonight, she felt like she needed something more.


Sandy apparently noticed, as well. He rose one eye brow questioningly, “You'd better watch out,” he teased, “Or else you'll end up like Captain Farrell and Dave.”


Despite the situation, she laughed. “I could get used to it. Hanging out in the captain's ready room all day drinking that awful stuff that he likes. What is it called again?”


“Jim Beam,” he answered, making a face, “It tastes like something that would normally be used to scrub plasma conduits. I honestly don't know how he can drink the stuff, especially without anything to chase it with.” Both of them had been invited to the captain's ready room for a celebratory drink following their respective promotions, which had so far been their only experience with the beverage that Captain Farrell, especially, consumed as if it were water.


Exactly what Captain Farrell and Dave did when they spent all of that time in his ready room was still something of a mystery to them. However, they had all come up with their own wild theories about what went on behind those closed doors. As much as some of them hoped for something profound, Chandler suspected that the truth was just as innocuous as it seemed– namely, two friends sitting around and talking over a drink or two. That it happened on duty was unusual, but as Captain Farrell was fond of saying, it was always five o'clock somewhere. Whatever that meant.


Truth be told, she rather liked having such a colorful commanding officer. She got along well with everyone, and she liked Commander Grant well enough. But for her, Captain Farrell was a man that she found that she could relate to on a more personal level than any other senior officer that she had ever served alongside. Even the scientists from the Kelnon observatory had been fairly officious and opinionated when it came to their profession.


With Farrell at the helm, on the other hand, she had always felt safer, somehow, than she would have with anybody else. He was by no means a renaissance man like Starfleet preferred their officers to be, but when the chips were down and things were bad, she had confidence in him. And it was gratifying to her that he had the same confidence in all of them.


She was also glad that he had decided to stay. They had learned from Lieutenant Mbeka and Ensign Kraft that the missionaries had not returned to the ship, and she had feared upon being summoned back herself that they would merely be leaving everybody behind.


The concern of a violent encounter with the Klingons cast a shadow over an otherwise positive turn of events, but she was hopeful that the captain and Sandy were right in their belief that they would back down rather than risk firing on a Federation starship. She knew that they had attacked Deep Space 9 a few months before, but since then, things between the Klingons and the Federation had been tense, but otherwise uneventful.


“I just hope that everything works out all right,” she said, rolling her shoulders in an attempt to relieve some of the pressure that was building up there, “I wish we could do more to help.”


Sandy took a sip of his own glass of wine, “If we can get the Klingons to back off, then things will improve here,” he stated with conviction. “I think the Cardassians are just wary of putting too much time and effort into a place that could be wiped out tomorrow.”


It was a cynical take on things, but she supposed that it made a certain amount of sense. She drained the rest of her glass and sighed, “I hope that you're right,” she replied, “I'd hate to think that we were just prolonging the inevitable.”


“At the very least,” Sandy told her, “If the Klingons are forced to pull back, then it will give the Cardassians time to evacuate everyone to a more secure location.”


Chandler leaned back in her chair and chewed anxiously at her lip. Everything that he was saying made sense, on the surface, but somehow, she found it hard to accept. It was discomfiting to her to be so pessimistic, when usually she tried to look on the bright side of everything. Given how bad things were, she had the feeling that her optimism may be misplaced.


You're thinking too much, she cautioned herself. For as long as she could remember, she had been plagued by bouts of self doubt. When she had been studying at the Academy, she had lost more marks than she could count because she would often choose the right answer to a question, and then go back and change it to the wrong one because she had second guessed herself. When she had been assigned to the Kelnon observatory, she had had the benefit of being a junior researcher, and thus had not been in a position that required her to make many judgment calls on her own. Since arriving on board the Repulse, her limited time for genuine scientific study had largely erased the problem altogether– as the routine sort of things that she had been doing came easily enough to her that she didn't have to reach for many answers.


Just calm down and trust Captain Farrell and the others, she thought, They've been doing this for a lot longer than you have. They know what they're doing. Of course, she couldn't help but add, aside from Captain Farrell, all of the other experienced officers had been opposed to the idea. Mbeka and Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter had supported the captain, but she wasn't sure that they had been entirely behind the plan.


When she had been a little girl, her mother had used to play an old Earth song that she had always liked. She smiled slightly as she remembered the chorus. Whatever will be, will be. She took some small comfort in that, and decided that whatever came at them tomorrow, she would do her job as best she could and trust that everything would work out for the best.


In his quarters, Lieutenant Peter Mbeka ran through another battle simulation on his computer. He had accessed the available intelligence that was available from Starfleet, and he concurred with their assessment of the Klingon attack force.


Assuming that there was a mean of fifteen Klingon vessels, he knew that at least three of them would likely be of the larger, more powerful Vor'cha-class. The rest of the ships would most likely be a mixture of smaller attack vessels and troop transports. With the Repulse in the fight, they had eight ships to go against fifteen. No matter how many times he ran the numbers, the result was always the same– the Klingons had the advantage of numbers, firepower and maneuverability. Add that with the fact that Cardassian warships were only really effective if they could maintain their tight, rigid attack formations, and he was left with the inescapable conclusion that in order to defend Krulak V against their attackers would require some sort of divine intervention.


The captain's a Catholic, he thought sourly, Maybe he can pull some favor with the man upstairs.


As he watched the results of another computer simulated battle, he groaned and leaned back from his computer. He sighed and rubbed his tired eyes, feeling helpless. He had supported Captain Farrell's plan because he was the captain, and the captain was never wrong. Period. No matter what the call, even if it ended badly, the captain was always right to make it. The only way that a captain could fail was that if his crew failed him.


Needing a break, he stood up from his desk and walked over to his replicator, taking time to note that everything in his quarters remained in its place. He had always lived a rather spartan lifestyle. He found that he he didn't need or require a lot of extraneous things cluttering up his life, so he did what he could to keep everything to a dull roar.


Stopping at his replicator, he ordered himself a cup of strong Jamaican blend coffee. Sipping tentatively at the steaming liquid, he noted with approval that the replicators aboard the Repulse were more finely tuned than on any other ship that he had served on before in his career. Of course, there had not been many of them. Prior to arriving aboard the Repulse, he had spent the majority of his career assigned to starbases and outposts. His only prior experience aboard a vessel had been aboard the USS Atlantis, and the USS Sioux. Both of those ships had been far smaller than the Repulse, and nowhere nearing her prowess.


Outside of the viewport, the dull brown planet spun contentedly in the void. Mbeka regarded it thoughtfully and allowed himself to wonder, however briefly, if it was worth it. As quickly as the doubt came, it was banished from his mind. He had been given an order, and he would follow it as far as he could until the mission was completed, or he died. Those were the only two options that faced him. Anything else would be failure, and that was unacceptable to him.


He knew that his philosophy on life would seem strange to an outsider. For this reason, he preferred not to discuss it. When he had been a younger man, he had enlisted in the Marine Corps straight out of high school, intent on seeing the galaxy and fighting on the Cardassian Front. When he had left, his friends and family had all questioned his decision. Many of them, and with good reason, he supposed, had asked him why he was so intent on going off to the Front and fighting– as they had phrased it– somebody else's war.


If he wanted to be truthful with himself, he knew that the answer to that question was that he had merely been young and ignorant and looking for an adventure after a lifetime of school and dullness. He had quickly learned that there was no adventure to be had, but he had also learned that he was a good soldier, and when that time had been done, he had committed himself to going to the Academy and becoming the best Starfleet officer that he could.


He walked back over to his desk and sat down once more behind his computer. He told the computer to run another simulation, changing the parameters somewhat. As he sipped his coffee, he watched as the Klingons drove towards the planet. The Cardassians, in their rigid formations, held for a bit, but they were quickly overwhelmed and destroyed. The Repulse, with her superior firepower and maneuverability, managed to last a little longer, and he smiled to himself as she destroyed one, and then another, Klingon warship. Eventually, however, the combination of numbers and firepower won out, and the Repulse succumbed to her wounds and was destroyed.


There has to be something that I'm missing, he thought as he rubbed at his chin with concern. There has got to be some way that we can do this. He wracked his brain, scanning sensor readouts of the Krulak system and looking for something, anything, that they could use to give them an advantage over their attackers. He was nearly ready to give up when he saw something that brought him up short. As he leaned back in his chair and allowed his mind to run through the possibilities, he allowed a small, satisfied smile to creep onto his face.


I've got you, you bastards.
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It was nearing dusk when Grant beamed down near the Federation aid station. She had instructed Crewman Nunez to put her down as close as possible. While she had agreed to take the captain up on his request that she see for herself the plight of the people trapped on Krulak V, she had also decided that she may be capable of succeeding where he had failed when it came to talking some common sense into Father Renaud.


When she materialized, she took a moment to get her bearings. She held up a hand to shield her eyes from the harsh glare of the sun, which was rapidly sinking behind the mountains in the distance. The fading light sent long, mournful shadows along the ground and the seemingly endless array of prefabricated structures and tents that passed for housing and accommodations in the refugee camp. She also immediately noted the smell. She couldn't place any particular odor, but she knew instantly that it was highly unpleasant.


How can people live like this? She asked herself, beginning to feel as if she were out of her depth.


All around her, people milled about, seemingly in a daze. A few of them looked at her with large, vacant expressions. The only emotions she could detect were desperation and rage, and sometimes an uncanny sense of both. She suddenly began to feel very self conscious, and was glad that she had remembered to bring a phaser with her.


Not that it would do me much good if a few of them decided to come after me at once, she knew. She had spent enough time supervising Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter's hand to hand combat courses to know that the sense of security provided by a directed energy weapon was fleeting, at best.


“Are you here to see Father Renaud?” A soft, gentle voice asked from behind her.


Against her own will, Grant jumped a little bit at the unexpected sound. She turned, red faced, to see a small woman standing before her. The woman was a Mizarian, a race of people known for their pacifistic nature. The woman wore a simple dress and head scarf. Grant, who had never been anywhere near a church in her entire life, instantly knew that she was a nun.


Despite the fact that her heart was still pounding in her chest, Grant forced herself to smile. It was the least she could do, she knew. Knowing Captain Farrell, he had probably come down here and thrown around his surly attitude and sarcastic demeanor. No wonder the missionaries had sent him packing. She wanted to come off as friendly and understanding. Hopefully, that would be enough to convince these people that the Federation was not the devil.


The Mizarian nun returned her smile, although Grant detected a faint hint of sadness in her expression. Whether it was from fear or pity, she couldn't be sure. The nun gestured in the direction of the mission and beckoned for Grant to follow her.


“Where's your security?” Grant asked, noting the lack of Cardassian soldiers present near the hospital. According to some of the other members of the away team, the camp had been crawling with them.


“There are no soldiers here,” the nun answered, sounding as if she were offended by the implication, “There are only sick people here.”


To her, it seemed somewhat stupid to leave oneself defenseless, especially given the present company. However, she had not come here to argue, so she let the point go unanswered. She followed the nun into the building, which was still nearly overflowing with sick and wounded people.


The majority of them, blissfully, were either asleep or unconscious. Another nun moved through the throng of inert bodies, carrying a wet cloth, which she dabbed on the foreheads of her patients. Grant was struck by the piety that these people seemed to possess. She swallowed, knowing the she would have to be more persuasive than she had previously believed if she wanted to be successful.


They have to see reason, she reminded herself, They'd be stupid not to.


As she followed the nun through the crowd, Grant tried her best to keep her eyes at something approximating head level. She was not indifferent to the suffering around her, but she had to remain focused on the job at hand. She kept repeating the mantra of the Prime Directive over and over in her head, relying on her years of Starfleet training and indoctrination to keep her on the path that she was supposed to follow. If she allowed herself to succumb to her emotions, than she could very well lose her objectivity, which seemed– at least to her– to be something of a precious commodity as of late.


In the confined space of the mission, the air was suffocatingly thick and stale. Above her, a few old fashioned rotary fans spun lazily, but they did little to keep the air circulating. She felt her uniform begin to stick to the gathering moisture on her back, and she felt a bead of sweat running down the side of her face. In an effort to remain aloof and detached, she did her best not to show any discomfort.


From somewhere off to her left, a low, pitiful voice moaned plaintively in the gathering dimness. She flicked her eyes in the direction of the noise, but kept her head staring straight ahead. After a moment, the voice fell silent, and she felt relief at that, before that feeling was replaced with no small amount of shame.


“He's just in this way,” the nun said, gesturing to the front of the mission. It consisted of nothing more than a few simple doors, and she had no idea where they led. When she had beamed down, she had been expecting, foolishly, for the mission to look like the churches that she had seen on the holovids. Instead, it seemed like just what it was– depressing and crowded.


The nun led her to one of the small doors, which was labeled in a language that Grant didn't recognize, and tapped lightly on the plasteel surface. “Father Renaud?” the nun called softly, either out of respect for the priest or because she didn't want to wake her patients.


“Yes?” A voice, lightly tinged with a French accent asked, muffled by the door.


“Someone from that Starfleet ship is here, Father,” the nun explained, “She would like to speak with you.”


There was a moment of silence, and Grant began to worry if perhaps Renaud was blowing her off. Then she heard a small scuffling sound, and a few seconds later, the door opened and she looked up into the smiling face of Father Renaud.


Her first impression, upon seeing the man in the flesh, was that he was probably starving. His body was tall and gaunt, and his cheeks seemed hollow and too large for his lean, angular face. His beard somehow managed to appear distinguished and haggard at the same time. Despite his physical appearance, his eyes burned with intensity and passion. Grant felt instantly intimidated by him, but she squared her shoulders and forced herself to appear strong.


“Father Renaud?” She asked needlessly, sticking out her hand, “I'm Commander Elizabeth Grant, first officer of the USS Repulse.” She noted that Renaud hesitated a second before he took her hand, he glanced down at the phaser that she carried and frowned slightly before reaching out to grasp her.


Despite his appearance, Renaud's grip was firm and unwavering. He pumped her hand twice and then released. His hands were rough and calloused, and Grant was left with the impression that the older priest had put in more than his fair share of manual labor during his life. She withdrew her own hands to the small of her back and clasped them there, expectantly awaiting a reply.


Instead of giving her one, however, Renaud simply stared at her intently, the corner of his lip tucked in, as if he were analyzing her. She had to admit that she found the action to be slightly intimidating, but she forced herself to remain still.


“Father Francois Renaud,” he said after an uneasy silence, “Did Captain Farrell send you down here to try and talk some sense into me?”


“Excuse me?”


Renaud smiled slightly, “That is what you're here for? Isn't it, Commander? To try and persuade the idealistic priest that he should stop being a fool and go back to the Federation with you?” There was no anger or accusation in his voice. If anything, he sounded almost amused at the concept.


Grant swallowed, surprised that he had been able to read her so easily. If he was this perceptive with her, then Captain Farrell must have been completely taken by surprise. She found the idea of debate between the captain and Father Renaud to be amusing, on a purely selfish level. There was no doubt that Farrell would be verbally mauled if such a thing were ever to happen.


“Not exactly,” she admitted, not willing to try and lie her way out of her predicament, “Captain Farrell sent me down here to see the camp for myself. It was my idea to try and talk some sense into you and your people, Father.” She kept her tone light, believing that Renaud wouldn't be offended by her candor.


“In that case, Commander,” he told her matter-of-factly, “You will be no more successful than your captain was when he tried the same thing. As I told him, we are all committed to staying here and seeing this thing through to its end– no matter what it may be.”


Obviously, this was not going to be as straightforward as she had envisioned. She cleared her throat lightly, preparing herself for her own counter argument. Surely, appealing to Renaud's fears and distress wouldn't be the correct way to go about it. He was a man who seemed to radiate strength and conviction. Judging by the surroundings in which he worked in, appealing to his vanity would be equally unsuccessful. That didn't leave her a whole lot of options, but she wasn't prepared to simply give up and walk away from the challenge yet.


“Father,” Grant began diplomatically, “I'm sure that you are no doubt aware of the potential consequences of staying behind. I respect your beliefs, but I do believe that it would be in your own best interests if you were to accompany us back to the Federation.”


Renaud regarded her coolly for a moment. Then, rather than address her, he turned to the nun who stood patiently beside him, “Thank you, Sister Lira,” he told her affectionately, “You can leave now, child.”


With an almost reverential bow, the Lira nodded her acquiescence and withdrew silently. Grant waited until she had retreated out of earshot before opening her mouth to labor her point. Before she could get a word out, Renaud held up a hand and his gaze told her to remain silent. She obeyed, and waited patiently for him to continue.


“Tell me, Commander,” he said gently, “Why do you think that you can succeed where your captain failed? Do you lack confidence in his abilities?”


“No, Father,” she replied, choosing her words carefully, “Captain Farrell is an excellent leader and tactician. However, he does occasionally find himself lacking in the more . . . diplomatic areas that he is sometimes called upon to execute.”


Renaud chuckled softly and gestured for her to follow him. She nodded and stepped into line behind him as he led her to another exit at the back of the mission. They traded the oppressive heat and air of the inside of the prefab structure for the slightly less oppressive heat and air of the outside. When Renaud had shut the door, he leaned wearily against the wall and shook his head, “I got that impression,” he admitted, “However, I have to wonder if you aren't worse than he is.”


Grant stiffened, “What do you mean by that, Father?”


“Relax, child,” he soothed, “I didn't mean to insult you. When your captain came down here to talk to me, he tried very hard to appear as if he were above his own concerns in the matter. He told me, in no uncertain terms, that he was not at all concerned with the fate of these people here, and that his only concern was my well being.”


Grant nodded, still unsure of where Renaud was going with all of this. The news didn't exactly come as a revelation to her. She knew that Farrell could be a real bastard when he wanted to, and it didn't surprise her that he had tried to strong arm Renaud into coming with him.


“I could tell he did, though,” Renaud continued after a moment, “What he saw here, all of this, affected him very much, even if he wouldn't admit it to me. He talked very much about his orders and his duty, but I got the distinct impression that he was misleading me. You, on the other hand, do seem to be somewhat more . . . dedicated in that area.”


“I'm a Starfleet officer,” Grant replied, trying to keep her voice low and neutral. Was Renaud trying to imply that she was some kind of monster? “I believe in the chain of command and in following orders, regardless of whether or not I agree with them.”


“So, by that logic, if you were ordered to come in here and kill all of these people, would you do it?”


Grant's jaw dropped slightly at the implication, “Of course not!”


“I would hope not,” Renaud told her, his eyes gleaming mischievously. Grant felt slightly embarrassed that she had fallen for his trap. “On the other hand, I happen to believe that those who stand by and allow bad things to happen, when they could be prevented, or at least lessened, are just as responsible as those who commit the acts themselves. To loosely quote a famous Englishman: All that is required for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”


Considering that he was in orbit right now, scheming to intervene, it was obvious to her that Captain Farrell agreed with Renaud, at least on that issue. She, on the other hand, did not see the world is such inflexible terms. “It's not that simple, Father,” she tried to explain, “Our orders exist for a good reason. We cannot intervene in the internal affairs of other peoples, no matter how tempting such an effort might seem.” She decided against telling Renaud that Farrell was planning to help him, to do so would only strengthen the old priest's resolve to remain behind.


“The Prime Directive?” Renaud asked, smiling at her.


She nodded, “It may seem restrictive, but it exists for a good reason.”


Renaud grunted, “Or perhaps it is merely an advanced form of moral cowardice. To sit back and choose where you choose to do good, it all seems to me that you are merely trying to play God.”


Grant had to admit that she was still uncertain of how her attempt to convince Renaud to save his own life had turned into a philosophical debate on the morality of the Prime Directive, but she couldn't allow him to throw her off track that easily.


“I didn't come here to debate Federation policy with you, Father.”


“And yet here we are,” Renaud smiled, “I know why you came, Commander. I already told you as much. You have made your offer, and I appreciate it. That said, I will not merely run back to the Federation and leave these poor people to die at the hands of the Klingons, regardless of how asinine my reasoning may seem to you.”


More like insane, Grant thought miserably, the reality of her failure dawning on her for the very first time. She looked past Renaud at the setting sun in the distance, and she felt small and inconsequential.
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Despite the lateness of the hour, Captain Farrell had decided to work in his ready room. For some reason, he found it more official than sitting down in his quarters. Also, the Klingons were beginning to weigh on his mind, and he wanted to be as close to the bridge as possible. His night had been eventful. Lieutenant Mbeka had come to him with a half decent battle plan. One that involved hiding a pair of Cardassian cruisers in the upper atmosphere of the nearby gas giant. If the Klingons engaged the forces orbiting Krulak V, then the Cardassians could ambush them from behind. It wasn't much, but it was probably the best chance that they had. He had spoken at length with Gul Jimed about the idea, and the Gul had agreed to it, in principle.


Now, however, there really wasn't much for him to do, aside from the paper work, which never seemed to end. It started with the lower decks, was filtered down through the department heads and the first officer, before finally landing on his desk for final revisions and thumb print of approval. Logically, it seemed to him that the reports should just be as concise as possible before getting to him, but that didn't seem to be the case, as he often had to summarize them for an even shorter report to Starfleet.


The chime from his door came as a welcome relief. He wondered idly who it could be before he called for his visitor to enter. The doors slid apart, and he was mildly surprised to see Iron Mike step into his ready room. Despite their relationship, Baxter seemed to have made a point in avoiding the bridge and all of its trappings since coming aboard. Farrell couldn't say that he blamed him. There were plenty of times when he was almost willing to trade it all for a chance to go back to the lower decks, where the atmosphere was usually more relaxed and enjoyable.


“What can I do for you, Master Chief?”


Baxter paused, as if he were considering saying something offensive, and then cleared his throat and sat down. “Position to speak freely, sir?”


Farrell scoffed, “What in God's name makes you think that you, of all people, has to ask permission?”


“Because you may not like what I have to say.”


Farrell nodded thoughtfully. There had been plenty of times, especially when he had been a younger officer, when he had been chewed out by Baxter. He hadn't enjoyed it then, and indeed, their relationship had been somewhat rocky at first, but he had long since learned that Baxter had been right and that he had been young and ignorant– and, most importantly– wrong.


“I think I can take it,” he said, “I'm a big boy.”


Baxter seemed placated by that response. “I want to know why we're doing this.”


“You mean staying behind?”


“Yessir.”


“I thought that you said that you were on board?”


Baxter stared at him in a manner that Farrell found somewhat disconcerting. “That was in public,” he stated, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, “I would never question any order of yours in front of the others, especially in front of the senior staff. This is private, however, and I want to know exactly why we're staying.”


Farrell raised his eyebrows, “Are you worried that I may have lost touch?”


Iron Mike shook his head, “No, sir. I just want to know whether we're doing this because you honestly believe that it's the right thing to do. Or whether we're doing it because that priest guilted you into it.”


Farrell leaned back in his chair, appreciative of Baxter's typical blunt honesty. “In truth,” he replied, “It's a little bit of both. Before we got here, I was firm that we wouldn't stick around. If the civvies didn't want to come, then to hell with 'em, we'd just haul anchor and go home.”


“And now?”


Farrell sighed and threw his hands up helplessly. He had been wrestling with that question since he had made the decision to stay. He gazed out the viewport for a moment as he composed his thoughts and tried to prepare his response.


“Now,” he said finally, “Now is different. I've seen it up close, Chief, and I can't do it. I can't just walk away. Not again.” He looked at Baxter, hoping to see some sort of understanding. From the Chief's blank expression, he knew that he might as well have been explaining to his father why he had taken the Lord's name in vain at the dinner table, “How many times have we followed our orders, Chief? How many times have we stood by and looked the other way while something awful happened?”


“It wasn't our place to judge,” Baxter pointed out.


“I know,” Farrell admitted, “And, once, that was enough to help me sleep at night.” He shook his head and wondered how he could have been so blissfully ignorant, “Not anymore. If I leave here, I won't be able to look at myself in the mirror again. It feels like it's been such a long time since I've done a good thing– the right thing.” Once again, his last words to Father Renaud ran through his mind, and he knew that he had to atone for them, somehow.


Upon hearing his words, Baxter facade cracked slightly, but not much. In fact, if Farrell hadn't known him so well, he doubted that he would have even been able to detect it. “That's not true, sir,” he answered, “We went into the DMZ last year.”


“Because they wore a uniform,” Farrell told him, “And, partly, because I had to. If they had been ordinary civilians, or even just Maquis, you and I both know damned well that we wouldn't have even bothered.”


Baxter looked at him for a few moments, as if he were judging his sincerity. Farrell found his gaze to be discomfiting, at best. “Maybe you're right,” Baxter relented finally, “But that still doesn't answer my question. So far, you've admitted that you feel guilty. Bully for you. Everybody who's anybody feels guilty about something at some point. Is this really the place for you to try and make up for it? Or don't you think that maybe you're just reaching a little bit?”


“No.” He said back firmly. “We have two choices here, Chief. Either we can do something good, or we can walk away and say that it's not our problem. Frankly, I don't want to try and have to wash that kind of blood off of my hands. Maybe it won't work. But if it does, then maybe, just maybe, we might be able to pull something positive out of this whole, god-awful, shitty mess.”


A slight nod was all he got in immediate response. “All right,” he said, “that's all I wanted to know.” He stood up and, surprisingly held out his hand, “For what's it's worth, I agree with the decision.”


Farrell frowned as he reached out and shook Baxter's hand, “You mean this was all just a test?”


“I had to be sure,” Baxter replied unapologetically, “Now that that's out of the way, let's find a way to make this happen. For all those times that we where told to stand fast and stand down . . . let's make this one right.”


Farrell once again had nothing to do but marvel at how Baxter's mind worked. On the surface, he often appeared obtuse and one-dimensional, dedicated to being a soldier and nothing else. While he knew that was certainly a large motivator in his life, he had often allowed himself to get lulled into a false sense of security, only to be occasionally blindsided by how deeply the old solder's mind actually worked. Each time it happened, he would remind himself not to fall for it again, but each time, he would inevitably sit back and think that he had Baxter figured out, only to get ambushed once again when he least expected it.


Well, I suppose it's my own damn fault, he thought ruefully as he pulled his hand away and sat back down in his chair. Baxter, for his part, didn't bother to wait until he was dismissed, and he certainly wasn't in the mood for chit chat. With his piece said, he merely retreated back out onto the bridge, leaving Farrell alone once more.


Still, he felt better than he had before. His resolve, which seemed to be fluctuating with every hour that passed, was once again hardened. The only remaining bump in the road– aside from the Klingons, of course– was Commander Grant. She still possessed the ability to torpedo his plan by challenging his authority in the matter. If she wanted to make an issue out of it, he would be forced into a confrontation that he would sooner avoid. If she refused to go along with what he was proposing, than he knew that one of them would have to be relieved of duty. He had no doubt that he could strong arm her if he really wanted to, but that would raise some serious eyebrows back at headquarters, and would probably get him court martialed and relieved of command. On the other hand, if he backed down and let her overrule him, then he would be abandoning his conscience and would have to live with that for the rest of his life. However the confrontation went, he was certain that it would irrevocably sour their working relationship, which had seemingly begun to stabilize over the past year.


He rubbed at his eyes, which were becoming dry and sore from too much reading, and wondered, not for the first time, why things couldn't ever be simple. It was always the seemingly simple missions that ended up being grossly complicated.


One would think that he would be used to such things by this point in his life. But that, unfortunately, was not nearly the case. For some reason that he had never quite been able to fathom, he still found himself being hopelessly optimistic at times, which invariably was when the worst things happened to him.


Stay positive, he told himself firmly, remembering the words of Lieutenant Crane. Focus on the mission. As long as that can be accomplished, then everything else is gravy. Now that he had Lieutenant Mbeka's battle plan to ponder, he found that he was more confident than ever in their chances of either forcing the Klingons to withdraw or bloody their noses badly in a fight and send them home in defeat. He wasn't quite ready to break out the champagne, but he nonetheless felt a little better about the way that things were shaping up.


A chirping sound from his computer interrupted his ruminations. He checked the screen, which revealed that there was a message for him. He yawned and reached over to activate it, expecting to see another routine update from the Starfleet servers. Instead, he found himself staring at the face of his mother. She was getting on in years, but she still retained a sharp intelligence in her eyes. She was seated at the familiar desk in the family den. Behind her, through the window, he could see the endless Kansas prairie stretching out, seemingly forever.


“Jimmy,” she said by way of greeting, “How are you, son?”


Mom? Farrell thought, still caught off guard. Since he had left Starfleet Academy for the Teams, his contact with his parents had been infrequent, at best. Since taking command of the Repulse, he had received a few letters, and sent a few back, as well– but never a face to face communique. 


This is just perfect, he told himself. It wasn't that he disliked his mother. If anything, it was the contrary, but still, she was probably the last person that he wanted to talk to at the moment. A catholic priest, now my catholic mother. What's next? The goddamned pope?


He forced himself to appear calm and dignified, “I'm fine, Mom,” he lied, “What are you calling for?”


She frowned, “That's no way to talk to your mother, Jimmy. Can't I call my own son and see how he's doing?”


No, he thought. “Of course you can. I'm always happy to hear from you, Mom. It's just something of a surprise, that's all. How are things back home?”


“They're fine. Your father says hello. He's not here, though. He got called in to the university to sub for one of their professors, who's on vacation right now. Frankly, I was happy to have him out of the house. Ever since he decided to take some time off, he's been driving me crazy. Anyway, I was feeling a bit restless and I just thought that I'd call you and see how things are on your end.”


He shrugged, forcing a smile, “They're good,” he lied again, “We're on a routine mission right now. I can't really talk about it, though.”


“That doesn't sound very routine,” Karen Farrell commented suspiciously. His mother had never been comfortable with his career choice. As she had put it once, she felt that she had invested too much time into raising him only to have him die somewhere out in the stars.


“That's Starfleet,” he answered, trying to sound helpless and out of control.


“Hmm, I suppose.”


“How's Julia?” He asked, hoping that bringing up his sister would distract his mother from beginning a line of questioning that would force him into lying to his mother anymore and thus extending his time in purgatory.


“She's fine,” his mother replied, her voice brightening at the mention of her only daughter, “Her and Tyler just got a new house in Las Vegas. He's still doing his work with the weather control system.”


It was no secret, least of all to him, that his mother preferred his sister more. Not that she loved Julia any more than him, it was just that she approved of her more. His sister had gone to college, married young, and then settled down and begun a family, which he supposed was the Catholic thing to do. He had never really been close with his sister, who was five years older than him, and had seemingly only existed for the sole purpose of tormenting him when he had been a child.


He, on the other hand, was the black sheep of the family. He had often found it ironic that such would the case when one had risen to command of a starship at a relatively young age, but his family was odd, to say the least.


“That's nice,” he commented absently, not interested in the least. His brother in law, Tyler, was an amiable guy, and they had always gotten along. He also had two nephews that he had met a handful of times. In the cases of all three of them, however, he got the distinct feeling that his sister would have preferred to keep him as far away from them as possible. That was fine with him. He had never liked kids and really wasn't interested in talking to the guy who was sleeping with his sister.


“Anyway, there's another reason for my call,” his mother continued, probably sensing that she had hit on a sore subject. “I'm afraid that your grandmother has taken a turn for the worse. The doctors say that she doesn't have much time left. A few months, at most.”


Judging by the lack of emotion in her voice, he concluded that she was talking about his paternal grandmother– a withered old battle-ax that he had never, even for a moment, come close to having anything resembling affection for. Even his father had barely tolerated her, dragging them along for visits only occasionally, and never seeming happy to do so.


“That's too bad,” he lied for the third time.


“Yes,” his mother responded tonelessly, merely keeping up appearances, “Anyway, she has asked that you come to see her before the end. She wants to see everyone one last time before she passes on.”


He made a show of appearing conflicted, “I'm sorry, Mom, but I don't think that I'll be able to. I don't have any leave saved up, and I'm needed here. Things are kind of heating up, if you catch my drift.”


His mother frowned at him on the viewscreen, “Doesn't Starfleet give their people emergency leave?”


“Only in very select circumstances,” he lied again, wincing at it, “For lower ranks, it's more common, but it's fairly rare for captains to get it. The only way I could would be if an immediate family member were dying.” This wasn't even remotely true, and he sincerely hoped that Father McMahon had been wrong when he had told him that lying was a sin.


“That seems cruel,” she commented, shaking her head. He wondered why she was so upset. His mother had liked his grandma even less than he did. Still, grandma was family, and his mother had never exactly been thrilled with the idea of Starfleet in the first place. It was one of his earliest divergences from her will, and the one that had been the source of the most contention in their relationship. His father, while not entirely approving himself, had come to the conclusion that it was none of his business, and had largely stayed out of it. Farrell appreciated his acquiescence, if not his understanding.


He shrugged again, trying to give her the impression that it was out of his hands. Finally, she smiled at him again. “I'll let her know that you won't be able to make it,” she said softly, “I don't want to keep you too long. I love you, Jimmy.”


“I love you, too, Mom.”


“All right, then. Goodbye, son. God bless you.”


“Bye, Mom,” he said, although he found that he couldn't bring himself to return the second part of her goodbye. The open displays of religious faith in his home, whether it be the proudly displayed crucifixes that seemed to occupy every room, or the simple exchange of greetings tinged with religious undertones.


“Write more often,” she admonished him a second before her face winked off of the monitor. When she was gone, he leaned back in his chair and blew out a long, ragged sigh. He looked back at the paperwork that still sat awaiting his attention on his desk. The assortment of PADDs could wait until morning, he decided.


As he walked out onto the bridge, Lieutenant M'Shasa looked over from her seat in his his chair and began to come to her feet. He waved her back down with his hand. “I'm turning in for the night,” he told her. Then, as an afterthought, he added, “If there are any more transmissions for me that aren't from Starfleet, tell them to call back later.”


He could tell that M'Shasa was confused by the question, but she nonetheless nodded her understanding. “Aye, Captain.”
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When Commander Grant returned to the ship, the first thing she did was ask the computer where she could find Captain Farrell. She had a fairly good idea of where he would be at this hour, but she wanted to be sure.


“Captain Farrell is in his quarters,” the computer informed her as she exited the transporter room with a nod of acknowledgment to Crewman Nunez and walked towards the turbolift. She wasn't surprised to learn that he was there. She knew that after hours, he often preferred to work in his quarters rather than in his ready room. She stepped inside and ordered it to take her up to deck seven. As the lift began to ascend, she leaned against the bulkhead and began to compose her thoughts about what she was going to tell the captain.


Not that she was by any means clear on that subject. As much as she had tried to remain on the straight and narrow path that had been laid out to her by Starfleet, she found that she was growing more and more conflicted about her feelings regarding the mission. Rather than imbue her with a new sense or purpose, her visit with Father Renaud had succeeded only in making the situation appear even more muddled and unpleasant.


In her mind, she knew that the solution was clear– they should depart as soon as possible. That was the simple thing to do. It was quick, clean and uncomplicated. But, as Captain Farrell had pointed out to her in the observation lounge, it left something lacking. That was where her gut, or her heart, if one wanted to be philosophical, came into play. She knew that if she used her power, and forced Farrell to withdraw, that she would spend a long time, maybe forever, wrestling with the consequences of her decision.


In the back of her mind, she could hear Father Renaud's voice repeating the same words over and over again. Those who allow bad things to happen are just as guilty as those that commit them. While logically she rejected such a belief, she knew that morally, he was right.


She hesitated as she approached the captain's door, unsure of how to proceed. Clearly, there were two paths laid out for her. Using Captain Farrell's maddening logic, there was the right thing to do . . . and then there was the right thing to do. Neither choice was clearly right and neither were definitively wrong.


So there she stood in the corridor, chewing on her lip and wrestling with her training and her conscience, and finding no clear winner between the two. She reached out to tap the chime, but found that she couldn't quite bring herself to press it. Reluctantly, she withdrew her hand and sighed.


Come on, Liz, she admonished herself, If you want to be an admiral someday, these are the kinds of decisions that you'll be making every single day. If you can't even make this one . . .


So she decided to wing it. No matter what she did, she had the sinking feeling that she would regret it later. When she had been in school, her teachers had always reminded the students that if they weren't sure about the answer to a question, they should just go with their best guess and then forget about it, as they were more likely to choose the correct answer on the first try rather than after a debating it for a while.


Without even thinking about it, her hand shot out and tapped the chime. She waited anxiously, hoping that Farrell was still awake. After a moment, she heard his voice calling out for her to enter. She squared her shoulders as the doors slid apart with a whisper and then she stepped inside.


It occurred to her then, that she had never been inside the captain's quarters. It wasn't something that had ever crossed her mind before, but for some reason, it did now. She looked across at where his desk sat, but it was empty. She slid her eyes over to his small living room, where she spotted him lounging on his couch, holding a glass of bourbon and looking at her expectantly. The air was filled by a low, mournful song. She listened to the words that filtered through the air:

Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio,

Our nation turns it's lonely eyes to you, 

Whoo-hoo-hoo,

What's that you say, Mrs. Robinson,

Joltin' Joe has left and gone away? 

Hey-hey-hey?


“Computer,” Farrell said aloud, “turn off the music.” Abruptly, the room fell silent, and Grant felt suddenly uneasy. She looked over at him, and she noticed something was off. It took her a moment to put her finger on what it was.


It was one of the few times that she had ever seen Farrell not wearing his uniform. Rather, he was clad in a pair of loose-fitting sweat pants. For a shirt, he was wearing his old Academy football jersey. On the front, the white of his old number– nine– stood out in stark contrast to the rich Federation blue of the team color. On each shoulder of the jersey was the Academy crest, complete with the motto of the school. Ex Astris, Scientia– From the Stars, Knowledge. For whatever reason, she found the words to be strangely appropriate to her current situation.


In an effort to cover her discomfort, she said awkward, “That's an interesting song, Captain.”


He smiled slightly, “It's an old one,” he told her, “I first heard it a long time ago, on the Cardassian Front. It was something of a theme song, I guess.” He gestured towards the bottle of bourbon that sat on his coffee table. “Night cap, Elizabeth?”


Grant was surprised at his choice of words. It was the first time that he had ever called her by her first name. Again, she was getting the feeling that it was rapidly becoming a night of firsts. She nodded and walked over to where he sat, “Thank you, Captain.” She stood in front of the coffee table and looked around for another glass.


Sensing what she was looking for, Farrell pointed behind her, “The cabinet,” he said simply. Grant followed his finger and saw the older looking cabinet standing behind her. She walked over and opened one of the glass doors. Reaching inside, she removed a single glass and headed back to the sofa. Farrell gestured to the chair that sat at an angle to it, and she sat down gingerly.


He leaned forward, grabbed the bottle, and began to pour. He watched her as he did so, and she couldn't help but feel slightly uncomfortable as he did so. She wasn't sure why, but she was getting the feeling that she had interrupted something important to him.


“Should I come back at another time, Captain?”


He set the bottle down and chuckled humorlessly, “No, Commander, that's all right. I was just wallowing in some self pity. Nothing that you should be concerned about.” His voice sounded distant, as if he were distracted by something else, entirely.


She nodded and took a hesitant sip of the harsh liquor. It burned, but she found that once that had passed, there was a comforting sort of aftertaste involved. She looked down at her glass, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw something sitting on the coffee table that drew her interest. Tentatively, as if she were afraid that Farrell would react badly, she reached out and picked it up.


It was a holograph, a simple picture showing four young men, dressed in dirty camouflaged fatigues with their arms all locked over each others shoulders. Their faces, likewise dirty and obscured by dark face paint, were nonetheless split by wide, infectious smiles. In the background, she could see what appeared to be some sort of mountain, thick with vegetation, rising into a misty sky. The second man from the left was clearly Captain Farrell, although he looked a good deal younger than he did now. The other men she didn't recognize, but she assumed that they were all from his old SEAL team. They were all human, with the exception of a stout Betelgeusian who stood to the captain's immediate left.


Seeing the picture, she couldn't help but smile herself. “You all look so happy,” she commented offhandedly.


Farrell grunted, “Yeah, I suppose that we were.” He shuffled down the length of the couch, so that he was now sitting more or less beside her. “That picture was taken on some miserable little rock called Obo Rii.” He smiled, sadly, and tapped the faces of the men on either side of him. “Bendis and Rilan died the next morning,” he said softly, moving his finger to the man on the far left, “Timofiev was killed the day after.” Farrell leaned back and took a long drink of his bourbon, swallowing heavily.


Grant suddenly felt as if she were intruding on something extremely private. She set the picture down with an almost reverential gentleness and stood, “I should go,” she announced, feeling awkward and intrusive.


“Sit down, Commander,” Farrell said, although his words sounded more like a request than an order, “We need to talk anyway.”


She sat down gently and nodded, “Yes, sir.”


He poured himself another drink, “So, have you come to relieve me of command?” From the level of concern in his voice, they may as well have been discussing the weather. She got the feeling that Farrell already knew what she had come to say, even if she herself didn't.


The Starfleet part of her brain screamed at her to say 'yes', and go on from there. She opened her mouth to say just that, but then found herself sighing, “No,” she said after a while, “I spoke to Father Renaud,” she told him, searching his eyes for any sign of anger or distrust, but found neither.


Instead, Farrell laughed, “Yeah, he's quite the character,” he mused, “If you've ever wondered what it was like to grow up Catholic, just imagine having to spend every Sunday morning with him. That's pretty much it.”


Despite the situation, Grant found herself smiling, “Didn't it ever bother you?” She asked. Instead of debating a situation that had already resolved itself, more or less, she was actually looking forward to picking Farrell's brain in an environment that wasn't merely work.


Farrell laughed again, shaking his head and looking up at the viewport that arched up over the back of the couch, “Every damned day, Commander. I used to dread going to church, especially confession. You go and you sit in this little dark cubicle and tell some priest– Father McMahon, in my case– all the bad things that you'd done over the previous week. As I got older, the conversations got more and more awkward, to say the least.”


Grant nodded and took another tentative sip of her bourbon. She knew that she had to pace herself, or else she would be stumbling out of the captain's quarters by the time she left, and that would send all sorts of wrong messages to the crew. “It just seems odd,” she marveled, “In school, they always told us that most of the major Earth religions were dead. To be honest, I always thought that only crazy people still believed in it.” She was hoping that he wouldn't take offense at her words.


“Me too,” Farrell smiled, his eyes twinkling, “I never understood it either, to be honest. I always thought that it was just people that couldn't take responsibility for their own lives, and who wanted to put all of their trust in this imaginary man in the sky. The stories in the Bible didn't help much. I used to find it utterly ridiculous that people actually believed in all of the stuff in there. Adam and Eve, David and Goliath, all of it. Of course, I guess that I was just missing the point. The point isn't the reality of the stories, but the moral that they contain.”


She had never looked at it that way. Truthfully, it didn't help her put those kinds of people in any better sort of light. As far as she was concerned, anybody who needed a book to tell them how to be a decent person was lacking something essential. Of course, she had to admit that many of the founding principles of the Federation shared much of the same fundamental morality of the Christian Bible.


Their conversation continued, with Grant finding herself increasingly fascinated by what Farrell had to say. Their relationship had begun to improve following his efforts to stop Admiral Hoyt the years before, but she was beginning to feel as if they might be wearing away the last of the barriers. Then again, she reasoned, it could just as easily be the booze. She had finished her glass, and against her better judgment, she poured herself another.


Farrell had finished telling her a story of one of his earliest meetings with Master Chief Baxter. As he had talked, she had recognized some of the names from earlier. Bendis and Timofiev, specifically. He also spoke of a lieutenant named Crane, who he seemed to hold great respect for. The story was funny, but considering the fact that many of the principle characters were now dead and gone, she found it somewhat sobering.


In the quiet silence that followed their laughter, Grant took a sip of her drink and asked, “Captain, are you worried about what will happen when the Klingons get here?”


Rather than answer right away, Farrell drained his glass and licked his lips. Part of her winced at his ability to down the stuff like water. “Yes,” he admitted, although she got the impression that he did so reluctantly, “Anything could happen,” he continued, “If everything goes according to plan, the Klingons could very well decide that it's not worth all of the trouble just to kill a bunch of civilians. On the other hand, their honor would probably mean that retreating without fighting would be seen as an act of shame, more than anything else. Either way, I don't hold out a lot of hope of us getting out of here without shots being fired.”


His answer was much as Grant had expected. On one hand, it served to reinforce her fears. On the other, it made her feel a bit better to know that Farrell had at least anticipated trouble and was preparing for it. “If things look bad, if it looks like we're going to lose the fight, then what do we do?”


“We run,” Farrell stated simply, yet firmly, “I'm willing to fight for these people, Commander. But I won't ask everyone to die for them. If things take a turn for the worse, then we pull out and haul ass back to the Federation.”


She nodded, “That would seem to be the prudent thing to do,” she agreed.


“No, the prudent thing to do would be to leave now and forget all about this place.” He smiled, “Fortunately, I never quite learned that part about discretion being the better part of valor.”


“I . . . I don't think that I could do that, sir.” She said, realizing that even as she said it, she was letting Farrell inside the layer of professional shielding that she had kept around herself for so long. It was equal parts frightening and stimulating.


“I won't think less of you for it, Commander,” he assured her, “Frankly, anybody who could see all that and not have it effect them is most likely a sociopath.”


Feeling that the timing was right, she brought up a question that she had long been curious about. “Captain, before– when we were speaking in the observation lounge– you said that you'd been a situation like this before, and that simply following orders hadn't been enough. What were you talking about?”


Farrell was quiet for a long moment, and Grant began to feel that she had overstepped her boundaries. Finally, after an uncomfortable silence, he cleared his throat and looked at her helplessly, “It was a long time ago, on a planet called Enoria. Hoyt led the mission . . . We went in to do something good, but somehow, everything went to hell in a hand basket. By the time I realized what was going on, it was too late.


“I had a choice then, Commander,” he said angrily, but Grant got the feeling that his anger was directed at himself rather than at her, “I could have done the right thing, but instead, I dropped the ball. I may not have been able to stop it from happening, but I for damned sure could have made a stand. Instead, I chose to follow orders– to be a good soldier.” He closed his eyes and sighed wearily, “Needless to say, that was a turning point for me, professionally, at least. I told myself then that no matter what happened, I wouldn't just sit by and let something like that happen again.”


Grant was no fool. She noticed that he had not really answered her question. Ordinarily, she wouldn't have pressed him any further, but he had dangled a tantalizing bit of information in front of her, and she wasn't willing to let it go that easily.


“What happened there, Captain?”


Farrell leaned forward and set his glass down on the coffee table. He smiled tightly at her, “I'm afraid that matter is classified, Commander.” From the tone in his voice, Grant got the distinct impression that what had happened on Enoria would never be made public. She also couldn't help but feel that whatever it had been, it was more than likely something that he would end up taking to his grave. Hopefully, that would be later rather than sooner.


“I should go now, Captain,” she announced, as she was beginning to feel as if she had overstayed her welcome. She set downed the last bit of her bourbon and set the empty glass down beside Farrell's. She rose to her feet and offered him what she hoped would be a reassuring smile. “You should get some sleep, Captain. Tomorrow looks like it's shaping up to be an eventful day.”


He nodded, but instead retrieved the picture from the table, “In a bit,” he replied. “Dismissed, Commander.”


Grant opened her mouth to offer some words of encouragement, but she couldn't think of anything to say. Part of her wanted to reopen the issue of staying behind, but she quickly dispelled the notion. For better or for worse, she had agreed to go along with Farrell on this one, and she knew that she couldn't back out now.


“Goodnight, Captain,” she said stiffly, suddenly feeling awkward and out of place. Before she could make it any worse, she abruptly turned and headed for the relative security of the corridor.
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Rather than spend another night alone in his quarters, Ensign Androvar Kovax had decided to pass the time by playing cards. Given the late hour, he knew that the best place to find a game wasn't in Ten Forward, but rather in the shuttlebay control room with Crewman John Kimmett.


He knew that the reason for his unease wasn't just the fact that he was lonely, but the unease that he had felt ever since it had been decided that they would be staying behind to fight the Klingons. Of course, that wasn't the plan, but Kovax was getting a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach about the new direction in which their mission was heading. He had supported the decision to stay because he hadn't wanted to seem cowardly in front of his friends and superiors, but privately, he would have felt a lot better if they had merely returned to the Federation as soon as the missionaries had decided that they were going to stay behind on Krulak V.


Kovax sat in one of the two chairs in the control room, with Kimmett sitting in the other. On the control panel between them, their discarded cards sat neglected and ignored. He looked over his cards– a dismal hand, as always– and caught Kimmett looking at him with his typical bored expression on his face.


“C'mon, Kovax,” Kimmett half admonished, half pleaded, “It's Crazy Eights, for God's sake, not temporal mechanics.”


Kovax sighed and placed down his card on the pile. As he had before, when playing chess with Saral, he was losing– badly. That was the downside, he supposed, in playing against people who had far more practice than he did.


“Finally,” Kimmett muttered, taking full advantage of the fact that since Kovax was off duty, he didn't have to stand on ceremony. He quickly laid down two sevens and tapped the console with his remaining card. “Last card,” he added needlessly.


For Kovax, who had four cards left, but no diamonds, which was the current suit in play, it was all he could do not to give into despair. He reached down and drew a card off of the pile, and his face brightened as he came up with a three of diamonds. Not only that, but he had two other threes, as well. He felt more confident in his chances as he laid all of them down, changing the suit to spades.


Kimmett looked nonplussed by the move, and Kovax had just enough time to hope that it was because he was disappointed in his change of fortune when the crewman tossed his last card– an eight, of course– onto the pile. Once again, Kovax was faced with the bitter prospect of defeat.


“Damn,” he muttered as Kimmett pulled the cards together and began to shuffle the deck.


“Don't feel bad,” Kimmett told him, actually managing to sound sympathetic, “I pretty much play all night. You wanna play another hand?”


Kovax nodded, unwilling to leave without a shot at retribution. He hadn't been playing with Kimmett long, but he found the man's company enjoyable. Kimmett was not a coworker of his, and he was one of the few enlisted personnel that wasn't intimidated by Kovax's rank. More to the point, he seemed genuinely disinterested in what was happening up on the bridge, and so did not deign to pump him for information about the inner workings of the senior staff.


He had been playing cards with Kimmett for the last couple of months, on and off. He had managed to learn a great deal about the young man in that time. Kimmett was from some backwater colony called Haven VII. He had enlisted in Starfleet as soon as he had graduated high school in order to get away from what he called 'the oppressive boredom'. Personally, Kovax didn't see how sitting in an empty shuttlebay all night could be construed as a step up from that, but it seemed to work for him, as he had never really heard any complaints from him, which was in and of itself unusual for such a young man. Kimmett had celebrated his twentieth birthday in Ten Forward just a month or so before.


Kovax frowned as he examined his cards. As before, he hadn't gotten a very good hand. Nonetheless, he organized them by suits and smiled a bit as the first card that was flipped over from the pile was hearts, which was the suit that he had the most of.


“So, how are you liking Starfleet so far?” He asked, partly because he was interested, and partly because he was hoping that by drawing him into conversation, he would be able to throw the young cardsharp off of his game.


Kimmett shrugged, “It's not bad,” he answered cryptically, “I mean, when I signed up, I didn't exactly envision myself sitting in a shuttlebay all night for two years, but what the hell, right? It's better than home, and there's always the hope of transferring into a different department.” He looked out of the control booth to the shuttlebay deck below them. A few of the shuttles were prepped, as always, for launch, as was the Repulse's lone runabout– the USS Little Big Horn.


“You're thinking of transferring?” Kovax asked innocently as he laid down a card. Despite his efforts, however, Kimmett's attention remained riveted on his cards.


“Oh, I don't know,” he admitted, “Not off of the ship, mind you. But sometimes I think about maybe transferring to security or something like that. I wouldn't mind the odd away mission here and there. Sitting in here all night isn't exactly stimulating . . . Unless I have someone to play cards with,” he added hastily.


Kovax smiled and matched Kimmett's move, happy that so far they seemed to be getting rid of cards at the same pace. “Not to mention,” Kimmett continued, frowning at something, “I could do without that prick Burkehalter breathing down my neck.”


Kovax recognized the name. Ensign Tim Burkehalter was the chief shuttlebay officer, who worked the room during the alpha shift. From all accounts, he made Commander Grant appeared laid back and friendly by comparison. Judging by the fact that Kimmett had no problem with telling Kovax– his superior officer, no less– what he really felt about his boss, he assumed that the relationship between the two of them was more strained than usual lately.


Their game progressed as much as the last one had, eventually, Kovax was faced with the sinking realization that he was going to lose yet again. Before the death blow had been dealt, however, the doors to his left groaned open, and Kovax looked up to see Master Chief Petty Officer Baxter standing there, holding a cigar in his hand.


Baxter looked nonplussed to see them playing cards while Kimmett was on duty. Kovax noted that as soon as Baxter had made his presence known, Kimmett had straightened up in his chair and was paying no attention to his cards.


For his part, Baxter shot him a significant glance before he looked over at Kovax and nodded respectfully, “Sir,” he rumbled, and headed out of the control room and onto the cat walk that circled three quarters of the shuttlebay. Kovax watched him go until he descended the ladder down to the main level and out of his sight.


“I swear,” Kimmett muttered, “that he only comes in here so he can give me the old stink-eye for playing cards on duty.”


“What does he come down here for?”


Kimmett returned his attention to his cards before answering, “He comes down here to smoke a cigar every now and then.”


Kovax frowned, “But you can't smoke aboard a starship.”


Kimmett snickered, “Try telling him that, sir. I did once, and he looked like he was ready to kill me. Captain Farrell told me not to worry about, so I don't. I have better things to do than get chewed out by Baxter for trying to get in the way of his habit.”


Kovax shook his head as he laid down another card, “I can't see why anyone would deliberately inhale poison.”


Kimmett responded with a shrug, “I don't see what the big deal is, myself. I mean, the air can always be recycled, and it's not like the doctors can't just grow him a new pair of lungs, if it should ever come to that.”


He supposed that Kimmett had a point, so he decided not to press the matter any further. Also, he had to admit that he found Baxter to be more than a little intimidating. Whenever the grizzled Master Chief called him 'sir', he always felt vaguely uncomfortable. Baxter had been in Starfleet for longer than he had been alive, so if anything, it should have been the other way around.


On the next turn, he was once again defeated. He could feel the fatigue nagging at him, so he announced that he was turning in for the night. He said a quick goodbye to Kimmett, who had immediately begun to shuffle the deck in preparation for a game of solitaire, and glanced at the chronometer on the console before he departed– he had a little over five hours left before he had be awake and on the bridge.


Although he would never have allowed anyone else– not even Captain Farrell– to know it, Baxter was growing more than a little apprehensive as the time passed. Although he had never fought against the Klingons, at least, officially, he was more than aware of their reputation and fighting ability. He had spent most of the day refreshing his memory as to their tactics and predilections in battle. He knew that if they attacked the Repulse, they would most likely try to board the ship and take her as a prize. If that happened, he knew that himself and the security staff would be the only line of defense that was available. He had spent the previous year and half or so training them up to his standards, and they were, by and large, competent and professional. Despite that, he shuddered to think of the casualties that would be sustained if the Klingons succeeded in landing a boarding party on the ship.


No sense in worrying about it, I suppose, he thought as he puffed anxiously on his cigar. He glanced over his shoulder up at the control booth, frowning at the sight of the crewman on duty being engrossed in his game of cards. Kovax had left, and Baxter was now pretty much alone in the shuttlebay, which was how he preferred things to be.


He blew a flurry of smoke rings into the air, watching them as they hovered lazily and then dissipated, whisked away by the atmospheric processors. One would think that his three decades of service to the Federation would have long ago wiped away any trace of anxiety or nervousness, but the truth was that he had only ever learned to control it, not rid himself of them completely. Of course, that was about the best that he could be expected to do. Anyone who wasn't afraid was probably psychotic, and he had learned over the years that a healthy fear of death served to keep him alert and focused. There was nothing more dangerous than fighting alongside someone who had nothing to lose.


Baxter sat down on a supply crate and relished the silence and space that allowed him to think. While he enjoyed his own quarters, he often found them to be too constrictive at times. He was used to being on planets, with their wide open spaces, and sometimes he wondered if he were really suited to life aboard a starship. The shuttlebay was the largest space on the ship. The holodeck could create open spaces, but he knew that it was all just a simulation, so it did little for him. He liked being able to go into the shuttlebay, alone, and think about things.


He thought about his previous conversation with Captain Farrell. While he had given the captain his support, he had his own reservations about what they were doing. No matter his feelings, though, he would never presume to put them over the orders of his superior officer, especially one that he had spent so much time beside and had earned a profound respect for.


Baxter took another puff and smiled ruefully. If someone had told him, all of those years ago, that the young, almost painfully green ensign that he had first clapped eyes on would one day grow up to be the commander of a starship and– more importantly– someone that he considered a friend, he would have called them either crazy or a liar, and probably both. Years and experience had taught him that you could never judge someone by appearance alone. He had seen the biggest, meanest looking sons of bitches break and start crying the second someone took a shot at them, and he had seen the mousiest, most timid of people charge an enemy pulse phaser nest or drag a wounded buddy across an open field being raked by fire.


In many ways, there were a great many people that he felt privileged to have known. He had served with some of the finest officers and enlisted men and women to have ever worn the uniform of Starfleet. It was an awful shame that so many of them had given their lives in battle over the years, but he knew that the best way to honor their memory was not to whine about how cruel it was, but to carry on what they had stood, and died, for.


At various points over the years, especially following the end of the Cardassian Wars, he had toyed, however briefly, with the idea of retirement. He could have gone back to Earth, or set out for parts unknown, and tried to live something that resembled a normal life. He had even considered the idea of trying to patch things up with Polly, his ex-wife. A couple of times, he had even begun to fill out his retirement papers. Every time, however, something always pulled him back in. At the end of the day, he knew that he was as institutionalized to Starfleet as any prisoner. The thought of having to make his own decisions in his life was, frankly, something that terrified him.


I guess it doesn't matter much anymore, he thought comfortingly, I'm too old to change now. I am what I am. And I don't guess that you can teach an old dog a new trick. With that thought in his mind, he smiled and puffed away contentedly.
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Farrell was only half awake when he answered the chime at his door. “Come in,” he called groggily, sitting up in his bed and bracing his weight on one elbow as he looked across the length of his quarters at his door, expecting to see Dave or Baxter.


When the doors parted, the light from the corridor spilled into the room, making it so that he could only see his visitor in silhouette. He could tell immediately that it wasn't a member of his crew. He recognized instantly the wide neck and the familiar, almost insectoid-like body armor of a Cardassian soldier. His mind still fogged from too much bourbon and his recent sleep, he fell back on instinct and his free hand shot under his pillow– where, in the old days, he would have kept his Colt.


The comforting weight of the pistol wasn't there, however. The gun, a memento from his time on the Cardassian Front, sat in a box, locked away in his desk in his ready room. The momentary feeling of panic subsided, however, as his mind caught up with his current situation. He was no longer on Onderac III, as he had been in his dreams, watching Lieutenant Crane and the others die. He was in his quarters, aboard the Repulse, in orbit of a Cardassian planet. He called for the lights, and suddenly he recognized Gul Jimed standing tentatively in his doorway.


Farrell threw the blankets off of himself and stood up, already feeling his heart rate returning to normal. He rubbed some of the sleep of out of his eyes and gestured for Jimed to come in. Feeling exposed in only his boxer shorts, he searched around before he finally located an old tee-shirt from his Academy days and threw it on quickly. There had been a time when he wouldn't have been embarrassed to show off his body, but his days of being toned and trim were far behind him, and he no longer resembled the paragon of fitness that he had once been.


I really should start using one of those holodeck exercise programs, he thought, not for the first time, as he stepped into his living room and gestured for Jimed to sit down. The idea of entertaining a Cardassian gul, especially an unexpected one, in his private area was not an especially comforting thought, but he knew that Jimed had most likely not dropped by for a chat. If he was here, then it must have meant that he had a damned good reason for being so.


“No one informed me that you were beaming over, Gul Jimed,” he said apologetically as Jimed sat down hesitantly in the chair, “If they had, then I would have met you myself in the transporter room.” In the back of his mind, he made a note to head on up to the bridge when Jimed had left and talk to M'Shasa about it. If someone, a Cardassian, no less, was beaming onto his ship, then he wanted to be made aware of it, no matter what time it was.


“I apologize for the intrusion,” Jimed said stiffly, obviously as uncomfortable at being in Farrell's quarters as Farrell was to have him there, “But something important has come up, and I felt that it warranted a face to face conversation.”


“Do you want something to drink?”


Jimed shook his head, “No, thank you.”


Farrell headed over to his replicator and ordered a cup of hot chocolate. When he returned, he held the steaming cup gingerly in his hands and sipped tentatively at the liquid. Despite hours of fiddling with the replicators settings, he always found that the beverage always came out either too hot or too cold to be drunk immediately.


“So,” he sighed as he sat down on his sofa, “what's the problem?”


“We're pulling out,” Jimed announced without preamble.


“What?”


Jimed shifted nervously in his chair, “I'm afraid that someone on our ship has notified the Central Command of our plans,” he explained, actually managing to sound disappointed in the turn of events, “I have received orders to evacuate all Cardassian military personnel to the Utet system.”


Utet. Another familiar place. The previous year, when he had been captured by the Cardassians, he had been a guest at the military base on Utet Prime. It was an experience that he would have preferred to forget. “It was Dala, wasn't it?”


Jimed nodded, “As you deduced during your visit to my ship, she is a member of the Obsidian Order. She was the one who notified the Central Command.” From the tone in his voice, Farrell got the distinct impression that Jimed would have been a lot happier if she weren't around.


“What about the civilians?” Farrell asked, trying to keep his anger in check. He had known that something was fishy with the woman when he had met her over dinner, but he had foolishly forgotten to take her into account when he had come up with his plan earlier. Why am I so goddamned stupid? He thought sourly.


Jimed swallowed heavily, “They're not considered a high priority at this time, Captain,” he said, “To be blunt; both the Detapa Council and the Central Command consider our warships to be more valuable, considering the circumstances.”


Farrell nodded, all too familiar with that sort of reasoning. In a situation like the one facing the Cardassians, they had too many people and not enough warships. It was a cruel type of reasoning, to be sure, but he found himself unable to condemn it wholly. Certain sacrifices, he knew, had to be made if one wanted to ensure their own survival. Of course, that didn't mean he liked it, how own hopes and optimism were in the process of crashing and burning, but he knew that lashing out at Jimed wouldn't improve anything, so he bit his tongue.


He also knew better than to try and talk Jimed into disobeying his orders. The worst that Farrell would get for his part in it would be a slap on the wrist, or maybe a court martial and dishonorable discharge. Jimed, on the other hand, would most likely face a firing squad for a similar infraction.


“I'm sorry, Captain,” Jimed offered needlessly, “I wish that things could have worked out differently, but I have my orders.”


Farrell nodded, “I understand, Gul Jimed.”


Obviously seeing no need for further conversation, Jimed stood abruptly, “I need to return to my ship and begin evacuation procedures. Good night, Captain.” With a nod, the gul walked towards the door and vanished, leaving Farrell alone for a while before he finally found his hot chocolate drinkable. When he had finished, he deposited the cup back in the replicator and dressed in a fresh uniform. When that was done, he took a moment to prepare himself for another unpleasant duty and headed down to the transporter room. He needed to speak with Father Renaud.


When he materialized beside the mission, the first thing that Farrell noticed was the chill in the air. He should have remembered that from his desert warfare training and brought a coat, but it was too late now. In the distance, he could see flashes of golden light as the Cardassians began to beam up their troops. He thought of Gul Prakel and his impossibly young bodyguards, and he actually found himself wishing them well. 


He looked and saw a faint light spilling out from the open door to the prefab structure that housed Father Renaud and his wards. After reaching down to feel the comforting bulk of the phaser on his hip, he began to walk towards the entrance.


He hesitated slightly at the cusp of the doorway, unsure of how to proceed. He had not even bothered to tell Renaud that he was staying in the first place, and now he had come to tell him that his plan had been implemented, but had since fallen through.


With a deep breath to steel himself, he walked in, making sure to tread carefully. The light came from a few portable lights that had been set up, presumably so that the lone nun who moved silently between the patients, both on beds and on the floor, could see adequately. Farrell watcher her as she worked. She was a young woman, human, and perhaps in her mid-twenties at the oldest. It was a somewhat jarring sensation for him. When he had been younger, all of the nuns had seemed impossibly old and wise. Now that he was actually older than one of them, he found himself still unable to get over the stereotype. He half expected her to drag him outside and lecture him for disturbing them so early in the morning. 


He cleared his throat lightly, and she looked up at him and smiled. She was a plain looking woman, but she radiated a certain inner peace and beauty that he found enviable. He wished, vaguely, that he had ever been so . . . pure at any one point in his life. 


“Captain Farrell,” she whispered as she walked towards him, taking care not to wake anyone, “What are you doing here at this hour?” She looked up at him expectantly, as if she were waiting for him to save them all.


Farrell felt as low as he could ever recall as he answered, “I need to speak to Father Renaud, Sister . . .?”


“Rosaline,” she told him, “And Father Renaud is asleep.”


“It's urgent.”


Sister Rosaline seemed to consider his request for a moment before she replied, “Very well, follow me, Captain.”


Farrell followed her, albeit tentatively, as she led him through the crowd of sleeping Cardassians towards the small storage closet that served as Father Renaud's sleeping quarters. If the room had been any larger, Farrell suspected that Renaud would have used it to place even more people. The old priest probably would have slept outside, if it were feasible.


When they reached the door, Sister Rosaline reached out and gently tapped the door. “Father Renaud,” she whispered forcefully, “Captain Farrell is here to speak with you.”


Farrell waited a few moments until the door opened. Renaud nodded at Rosaline, who withdrew to her previous duties, and then he gestured Farrell towards a door that led back outside. Even though Renaud had undoubtedly been asleep, he showed no signs of having been roused, and his eyes were sharp and alert. Farrell followed him out, and then decided to just come out and say what he had come down to say.


“The Cardassians are pulling out,” he said.


Renaud nodded, but showed no emotion, “Yes, I expected as much.”


Farrell sighed, searching for the right words, “I just want you to know, Father, that I tried. I tried to do what you asked, but Gul Jimed's superiors overruled him.” He decided not to go into detail about Dala and the Obsidian Order. 


Despite the circumstances, Renaud actually smiled at him in the near darkness, “What happened to following your orders, Captain?”


“You were right,” Farrell admitted, “I couldn't just leave.”


“But now you will?”


Farrell nodded, firm in his belief that it was the only alternative that was left to them, “We can't stay now, Father. The odds were slim, even without the Cardassians. Now . . . well, now we wouldn't stand a chance.”


“You would be slaughtered,” Renaud agreed, which came as something of a surprise to Farrell, “I wouldn't ask you or your crew to face certain death here, Captain. It wouldn't help matters any. All I asked was that you try, and you did that. You have my gratitude, for whatever it's worth.” There was sadness in his voice, but it was tightly controlled. Farrell once again found himself marveling at the deep reserve of strength that Renaud no doubt possessed.


“I appreciate that, Father,” he replied truthfully. “Now, I need you and your people to begin packing your things. We need to leave this system as quickly as possible.”


Renaud laughed, although Farrell couldn't see what was funny about anything that was happening. “Captain, this doesn't change anything. Me and my people have decided to stay. We have come to know these people, and to love them. We will not simply abandon them during their time of greatest need.”


“Father,” Farrell said forcefully, “I obliged your request, now I think that you can return the favor by obliging mine. My orders are to escort you back to the Federation. There's nothing more that you can do here.”


“That's where you're wrong,” Renaud answered simply.


He knew that he should protest further. Perhaps he could even have fallen back on his original plan, and order a security team to beam down and remove the missionaries by force, if it came to that. Instead, he merely sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.


“Very well,” he said softly, “I'm sorry to have disturbed you.”


As he turned to leave, Renaud called after him, “Captain, just because you're leaving, it doesn't mean that you can't still do some good.”


Farrell stopped in his tracks. “What do you mean?” he asked, without looking back.


Renaud pushed himself off of the wall that he had been leaning against, “What kind of ship do you command?”


Farrell finally turned around, “Nebula-class,” he answered, wondering where Renaud was going with his new line of questioning, “Why?”


Renaud smiled, “So that means that your maximum evacuation capacity is what, eight-five hundred people?”


“How do you know that?”


Renaud chuckled, “Captain, just because I'm not in Starfleet doesn't mean that it doesn't interest me. To be honest, I have often been fascinated with starships, ever since I was a small boy.”


“You want me to take people with me, don't you?”


Renaud nodded, “Yes.”


“I can't do that,” Farrell protested, even though he knew that he would cave to the request even as he spoke, “I can't go back to the Federation with a bunch of Cardassian civilians.”


“Then don't go to the Federation,” Renaud answered, as if the solution were obvious, “Head to the nearest Cardassian system and drop them off there. Either way, get as many people as you can away from this place.”


“Including you?”


He shook his head, “No, Captain. I have made my decision.”


Farrell took a tentative step back towards Renaud, “Father, try and see things from my perspective. I can't just go back to Starfleet with a bunch of people that I wasn't sent to get and not the people that I was.”


“Of course you can,” Renaud admonished him, “What would they possibly have to be angry with you about? Saving innocent lives?”


“It's been known to happen,” Farrell commented ruefully.


“Even if they were to be angry with you; would it really matter?”


Farrell blew a breath out from between his clenched lips, “No, I don't suppose that it would.”


Renaud reached out and patted him on the shoulder, “So, there you have it.”


For Farrell, agreeing to take people was only the first step in a long, complicated process. There were plenty of other questions that had to be answered first. “Who do we take?”


“Children,” Renaud answered quickly, his tone of voice and the quickness of his answers leaving Farrell with the impression that he had already put a great deal of thought into his backup plan. “They are the most helpless, and the most deserving.”


Part of him wanted to politely refuse and just go home. He knew that it would be the smart thing to do, at least professionally. A larger part of him, however, was looking forward to seeing the expression on Admiral Nechayev's face when he showed up at Starbase 375 with a ship full of Cardassian children.


Without taking his eyes off of Renaud's, he reached up and tapped his combadge, “Farrell to Grant.”


He waited patiently for a few moments before Grant answered, her voice sounding tired, but alert, “Yes, Captain?” She asked, sounding concerned.


“Wake up the senior staff, Commander,” Farrell ordered, “And begin planetary evacuation procedures.”
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“Freschetti!” Dave called from the large diagnostic table in the center of main engineering, “I need you to reroute more power to the transporter systems!” He looked up to the second level, where Freschetti labored over his own console, and was rewarded with a thumbs up by way of acknowledgment.


Dave returned to his work, his fingers flying over his control panel with practiced ease. It had been nearly two hours since Captain Farrell had ordered the evacuation of the refugee camp. Or, at least as many people as they could carry. The inherent challenge for him was in making sure that the transporter systems could keep working long enough to ensure that all of the eighty-five hundred people slated for evacuation could even get off the planet. Then, as the ship filled up, he would have to make sure that the life support systems could handle the extra drain on power. Even if everything went to plan, it looked as if it was shaping up to be a long day.


All around him, his engineers bustled about, busier than they had been in months. The task of keeping the transporters– which hogged power even at moderate usage– running continuously was creating havoc, and they were having to get more and more creative in finding ways to draw power from other systems. Dave had already increased the warp core's power output by nearly twenty percent. If he pushed it anymore, he was risking damage to the ship.


He supposed that it could have been worse. Aside from the evacuation, there wasn't anything else going on. His job, while already trying, would have been immeasurably more difficult if there were a squadron of Klingon warships breathing down their necks.


Despite how selfish it sounded, Dave couldn't help but admit that he was glad that they wouldn't be sticking around to fight the Klingons. As far as he was concerned, it wasn't any of their business what the Klingons and the Cardassians did to each other. He had his own life and his own problems to worry about, and the thought of going into battle with his daughter on board the ship added an extra layer of concern to what had been an already dicey plan, at best.


He was just thankful that Captain Farrell had taken the hint and decided to pull out when the Cardassians did. He wasn't opposed to saving who they could, but if the captain had still been advocating a stand-and-fight policy all on their own . . . Well, he probably would have been forced to try and talk some sense into him.


Fortunately, that was now unnecessary. His only concern now was making sure that the ship could keep up with the new demands that were being placed on her.


To be truthful, he found the increased level of energy in engineering to be somewhat refreshing. Normally, the crew on duty went about their duties with practiced routine. Sure, there were the conversations that inevitably popped up to help pass the time, but that was nothing compared to the frenetic pace that had taken over now. Everywhere he looked, he could see people hurrying and the noise level had increased dramatically. While he preferred his daily naps in his office, he couldn't deny that there was something invigorating about being at the eye of the storm, so to speak.


He stepped away from the diagnostic station, nicknamed the pool table by the engineering staff, and headed over to the power management station where Crewman Reich was working. “How're we doing?” He asked.


Reich looked over his shoulder and flashed Dave a smile, “We're good, Dave,” he answered, “It was a little hairy at first, but we're getting things in order. Freschetti is taking power from the navigational deflector and rerouting it into the transporter systems. If you want, we can take power from the warp engines, if it comes to that.”


Dave frowned, mulling over the options in his head. The captain had been clear when he had told him that taking power from the defensive systems was off limits. It could be argued that the warp drive was just as crucial, but then again, he hadn't specifically told him not to take power from them. After a moment, he nodded, “If it comes to that, Reich, go ahead and do it.” If the captain wanted to throw a hissy fit later, then he would just have to roll with it.


He left Reich to his duties and prepared himself for the next task. As he stepped into the small 'lift, he took a breath to calm himself. Ever since he had been a small boy, he had possessed a terrifying fear of heights. It was so bad that he didn't even like going up the third level, a narrow catwalk that ran perpendicularly across the main engineering bay. The third level was reserved solely for maintenance on the warp core, and so luckily, he rarely had any reason to ever go up there.


Today, unfortunately, was not one of those days. As the 'lift stopped, he stepped off and tried not to look down. The fall down to the main level of engineering may not have been a terribly long one, but it was more than enough to be fatal.


The only two crewmembers on duty on the upper level were Ensign Saral and Crewman Sumpter, who were tasked with keeping an eye on the warp core and, if necessary, shutting it down if they began to tax it too far. He supposed that he could have just hailed them and requested their status report via combadge, but he was feeling adventurous today. Or stupid, either or would suffice.


Saral noticed him first, “The warp core is operating within acceptable parameters, Dave,” he told him as he approached.


Dave nodded, “Good,” he answered, trying to mask the unease in his voice, “You let me know immediately if something changes for the worse.”


“Aye, sir.”


Crewman Sumpter looked up at the exchange, “Dave,” she asked, “is there any word from the bridge on how the evacuation is going?”


Dave shrugged, “It's going,” he replied, which was about the extent of his knowledge, “Don't worry about that, just make sure that you keep your end covered. If everybody does that, then everything should go smoothly.”


Sumpter offered him a little smile, “Understood, Dave.”


With his status report received, and his pep talk given, Dave turned away and headed back towards the 'lift. It was only his strong sense of pride that kept him from breaking into a run towards the relative security of the 'lift.


On the bridge, the task of overseeing the evacuation of Krulak V had fallen to Ensign Kovax. Commander Grant was down on the planet's surface, supervising things on that end. Captain Farrell was nowhere to be seen, and Lieutenant Mbeka was too busy with actually commanding the ship to distract himself with a comparably mundane assignment.


As chief operations officer, the task naturally fell to him. The work wasn't particularly difficult, or even time consuming. Basically, all he had to do was keep an eye on things and make sure that everything went smoothly. For Kovax, however, there was a comfort in it. He was working primarily with the computers, making sure that the power flow was being properly managed. It wasn't stimulating, but he understood it and that helped a lot in making him feel more comfortable. In a way, he was gratified that his superiors had put so much confidence in him.


He had to work carefully to keep his mind on what he was doing. The specter of a fight with the Klingons had been weighing on him ever since Captain Farrell had announced that they would be staying to help the Cardassians defend the refugee camp. Now that they had pulled out and the captain had announced that they would be leaving as well, he had started to feel a lot better about the direction in which things were going.


Fortunately, the repeated requests for situation reports from Commander Grant kept him on his toes. He knew better than to cross the first officer, who had often proved herself to be a harsher taskmaster than even the captain.


On the bridge, things were subdued. Aside from himself and Lieutenant Chandler– who was busy running tachyon sweeps of the system to look for cloaked Klingon ships– no one else really had much to do, excepting perhaps Crewman Ghiglis at environment control. As more and more of the refugees were beamed aboard, the life support systems had to be recalibrated to handle the increased capacity.


Besides them, there was only Lieutenant Mbeka at tactical, Lieutenant Janson at engineering, Sandy, of course, at the helm, and Crewman Haymer at the Master Systems Display. The lack of people somehow made the situation fell more urgent than if there had been the regular complement of crewmen assigned.


Fortunately for him, Dave, who was down in engineering, was doing a masterful job of handling the heavy lifting, leaving him with mostly monitoring how everything was going and only occasionally undertaking something himself. He glanced over at Sanderson, and noted that he was once again staring off into space, seemingly lost in a day dream or some other kind of fantasy. Despite the situation, he couldn't help but crack a small smile.


Kovax caught himself starting to drift as well. With an effort, he forced himself to return his attention to his controls and readouts and focus on the task at hand.

*
*
*


As the sun began to peak over the sea and the air began to grow warmer, Commander Elizabeth Grant stifled a yawn as she stepped away from the mission and scanned the makeshift perimeter with her eyes. As the word had spread among the refugees that the Federation ship in orbit was evacuating children from what was soon to be a battleground, a crowd had begun to form quickly. In response, the mission– which had been designated as the beam out point– was now surrounded by a ring of security officers, armed with phaser rifles and trying to appear stoic and unfazed by the misery and desperation that was growing around them.


Not all of the refugees in the camp were showing up. Many of them had apparently decided to take their chances on their own, others were too distrustful to entrust their children's safety to total strangers. While Grant could certainly understand their reasoning, it nonetheless came as an unpleasant realization for her.


Even with some people abstaining from the offered salvations, she realized with sadness that there were still many more than the eighty-five hundred children that they could take with them waiting patiently for their turn to be loaded aboard the Repulse for their trip to safety.


She searched until she spotted Lieutenant Arlington Wade, the deputy security chief, standing near a supply tent with Captain Farrell. Lieutenant Wade was a capable officer of Oriental descent who had proven herself to be ambitious and exemplary on more than a few occasions over the past two years. Soon, Grant knew, it would be time for her to leave the Repulse to accept her own posting as security chief somewhere else in the fleet. It occurred to Grant that if Wade were still, for whatever reason, hanging around when it came time for her to take a command, then Wade might very well be the leading candidate for chief of security of her ship.


She approached the two of them purposefully, wanting to make sure that they were aware of her presence and had the opportunity to terminate any private conversation before she had a chance to eavesdrop. Farrell was reading something off of a PADD that Wade had provided him. He looked up and saw Grant coming towards him. With a nod of approval, he handed the PADD back to Lieutenant Wade, who stiffened up and then withdrew silently.


“Good morning, Commander,” Farrell said, sounding glum and down. There was evident fatigue in his voice, although Grant couldn't be sure whether it was from mere lack of sleep, or something else entirely.


“Captain,” she replied with a nod. “The evacuation is proceeding as planned, sir. I just spoke with Ensign Kovax, and he estimates that we should have all eighty-five hundred evacuees aboard the ship within the next five hours.”


Farrell nodded, but she got the impression that his attention was elsewhere. “Eighty-five hundred,” he muttered silently, more to himself than to her, “Compared to all of this, it kind of seems like a drop in the bucket, doesn't it?”


Grant nodded uncomfortably, “Yes, sir,” she concurred. Earlier in the morning, she had seen people begging and pleading to be taken off-world before the Klingons arrived. Some had even refused to hand over their children unless they could come with them. It had broken her heart to see, but the captain had been firm– the only people that they were taking were the children.


Farrell sat down on an empty supply box and seemed defeated. His shoulders were slumped, and he stared down at his hands as if they were alien appendages rather than his own. Grant was somewhat taken aback by his vulnerability. She had never before seen him look so hopeless as he did at that moment.


“Captain,” she asked gently, “are you all right?”


Farrell looked up at her and offered a thin, weak smile, “No,” he admitted with a sigh, “No, I'm not. I thought that taking the kids would be a good thing. But now– there's not enough room, and too many people are going to be left behind.”


Grant sympathized with him, but she knew that the only alternative would be to remain behind and attempt to fight the Klingons. And that, she had already decided, was an unacceptable alternative. She was willing to look the other way on a humanitarian gesture because her own heart strings had been plucked, but she was completely unwilling to risk the safety of the ship or the already fragile peace with the Klingons over a pointless gesture of defiance.


“I know it's hard, Captain,” she told him, “But we're doing all we can do.”


He chuckled, dryly and without humor, “Don't worry, Commander,” he assured her, “I'm not thinking of staying behind.” He fell silent and looked out at the writhing mass of people beyond the security guards and shook his head, “I know that we're doing the only thing that we can, realistically. But I still can't help but feel as if I'm making Sophie's Choice.”


Grant didn't recognize the reference, “Sir?”


Farrell looked back up at her, “It's a book, Commander– an old novel. I read it at the Academy.” He scratched his chin for a moment before continuing, “It's about a Polish woman who moves to New York after the end of the Second World War. When she get there, she falls in love with a man, and another falls in love with her. So throughout the whole thing, you're thinking that the title refers to her choice between these two men.


“Then, later on, you find out that Sophie was sent to Auschwitz with her two children during the war. When she got there, a German soldier told her to choose . . . which one of her children would die, and which one would live.” He swallowed heavily before continuing, the story seeming to weigh on him, “And that . . . was Sophie's Choice.”


While she found the story sad, even if it was purely fictional, she knew that she couldn't allow Farrell to spend too much time wallowing in his own misery. He was the captain, after all, and he had to remain strong.


“It's not the same thing, Captain,” she told him, gently but firmly, “We're doing a good thing, here.”


His sad smile returned to his face, “I know that, Commander. But, whether we want to admit it or not, we're choosing. There are what, a hundred thousand kids here? Maybe more? We're taking less than ten percent of them, Commander. The thought of cherry-picking less than one out of every ten children, and leaving the rest to die . . . It all just seems cruel. Even if it is the right thing to do.”


Grant had been having similar thoughts all morning, although she knew that she couldn't allow Farrell to know that. She had let him stray this far from his path, if she seemed to be flexible on the issue, then there was no telling how far he might try to push her. She suspected that the only thing that was keeping him in check now was the fact that she had the regulations backing her, and that if he tried to press the issue any further, then she could relieve him of command and abort everything. It was a tenuous balance of power that was holding their whole menagerie together, and they both had to be careful that they didn't muck anything up too badly that it couldn't be repaired.


“It may not be perfect, Captain,” she said, “But it's all we can do.”


Farrell shook his head and stood up, “Figures,” he muttered, “I manage to do the right thing, and I still feel like shit.” He smiled at her, somewhat more humorously this time, “Commander, I have to go and talk to Father Renaud again, then I'm going back up to the ship. I want you to stay down here and supervise things.”


Relived that the captain was doing something other than moping by himself, Grant nodded crisply, “Aye, sir.”


Farrell found Father Renaud inside the mission. The priest was sitting cross-legged on the dirt floor of his tiny room. His old, worn Bible was laid open in his lap. Renaud had his head down, and didn't bother to look up as Farrell stood in the open doorway. He wanted to clear his throat to draw Renaud's attention, but he got the uneasy feeling that the old man was praying for salvation. It seemed wrong, somehow, to interrupt such a private moment.


Despite his best intentions, however, Renaud looked up from his Bible and fixed him with a smile as he gently closed the book.


“I'm sorry, Father,” Farrell said honestly, “I didn't mean to disturb your prayers.”


“It's all right, Captain,” Renaud replied gently, “I wasn't praying. I was just reading up on some of my favorite verses. Trying to find the strength to meet the coming storm.”


“You could always come with us,” Farrell pressed, unwilling to let the matter die without a fight.


Renaud chuckled and set the Bible reverently on the small mat where he slept. “No, Captain. My decision stands.” He looked at Farrell, and he got the feeling that Renaud was not quite as dedicated as he wanted to appear, “You have limited room aboard your vessel. If I were to come along, I would be stealing the life of a child. How could I live with myself?”


“You'd get by,” Farrell responded, more bluntly than he had intended.


“Perhaps,” Renaud mused, “But I guess that we'll never know, will we? I have spoken with God, and I'm confident that my place is here.”


As far as Farrell was concerned, people who claimed to have spoken with God were probably delusional, but he kept that to himself. He had come to extend a final olive branch, not get into another lengthy argument about the tenants of faith.


“We should be finished with our evacuation in less than four hours,” Farrell told him, “If you want to come with us, then the time to do so is now.”


“I'm staying,” Renaud repeated forcefully, and Farrell decided that he had pressed the matter as far as he could. Unless he was willing to drag Renaud and his people kicking and screaming back to the ship– which he wasn't– then he knew that it was time to make peace with that fact and move on. Once again, the words of Lieutenant Crane ran through his mind, reminding him to do what he could and focus on the mission.


Farrell nodded and tried to appear nonchalant, “Very well, Father.” He said, managing to sound more at ease than he really did, “I'll be returning to my ship to supervise things from there. If you change your mind, just speak with Commander Grant.”


“I won't,” Renaud smiled and rose to his feet. Farrell was expecting something along the lines of a goodbye handshake, but instead Renaud reaching under his collar and removed a small medallion on a chain.


“I want you to have this,” Renaud said as he pressed the medallion into Farrell's outstretched hand.


Farrell turned his hand over and stared at what Renaud had given him. It was a fairly common rendition of an angel, although he was strangely frustrated that he couldn't quite place which one it was supposed to be.


“It's Saint Michael the Archangel,” Renaud offered, sensing his confusion, “The patron saint of soldiers.”


Farrell smiled, intimately familiar with Michael from his seemingly endless parochial education as a child. “And the protector of fools, if I recall correctly.”


Despite the circumstances, Renaud grinned, “It seemed appropriate.”


Farrell was deeply moved by the gesture, but taking Renaud's medallion seemed uncomfortably like grave robbing to him. “Father,” he began, searching for the words to let him down gently, “I can't accept this.”


“Of course you can, Captain. Think of it as a reminder, that following your orders and following your conscience are not always compatible, but one is much, much more important than the other.” Farrell was once again off put by Renaud's purity and clarity of purpose, but he found that he didn't have the heart to protest as strongly as he wanted to.


Instead, he nodded gratefully, “Thank you, Father.”


Now, Renaud grasped his hand. “Be safe, my son,” Renaud told him earnestly, “Get these people to safety. If nothing else, these children may one day grow up to see the Federation as their protectors rather than as their adversaries. It's a small step, to be sure, but the first stones of peace and understanding are often laid in such ways.”


Farrell nodded, “I will, Father. I give you my word.” Before he left, there was one more thing that he had to say. “When they come,” he began, referring to the Klingons, “you keep your head down, understood? They'll rape and they'll rampage for a while, but then they'll settle down. If you can make it through the first couple of hours, then you should be all right.”


“I'm not one of your soldiers,” Renaud pointed out lightly.


“Father . . . please,” Farrell pleaded, “Just promise me that you won't try to be a hero.”


Renaud nodded solemnly, “I'll try.”


Farrell wasn't sure whether or not Renaud was telling him that he would follow his advice, but he decided to let the matter drop. Instead, he clasped Renaud's hand one last time and then withdrew, earnestly hoping that he would one day see the old priest again.


“Remember, Father, if you change your mind, then speak with Commander Grant, and she'll make sure that you're evacuated to the ship.” Farrell spoke already knowing what Renaud's answer would be, but he knew that he had to make one final offer if his conscience was to be at all soothed with the knowledge that he had done everything he could.


Rather than refuse, or protest, the old priest just smiled again. “Godspeed, Captain.”


Unable to think of anything further to say that seemed at all appropriate, Farrell tapped his combadge, “Farrell to Repulse, one to beam up. Energize.”
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The first thing that Farrell saw when he materialized in the transporter room was the smiling, reassuring face of Dr. Lawrence Potter, the ship's head counselor. The wizened old man, who had done nothing but pester Farrell to speak to him since practically the day that they had met, nodded his greeting and stepped back from the transporter pad to give Farrell enough room to step down.


“Doctor,” Farrell said, “How're you doing?”


“I'm fine, Captain,” Potter replied, “Busy,” he added, referring to the scores of frightened children that were coming aboard, “but fine.”


Farrell took the report in stride and walked over to Crewman Killcreek, who stood behind his transporter console with his usual dour expression of contempt and servitude. In a way, Farrell felt sorry for the kids who were beamed into this particular transporter room. He imagined that being scared and alone probably wasn't helped too much by having the first thing they saw be Killcreek. He was beginning to see why Dr. Potter had chosen this particular transporter room to work in.


“How many do we have so far?” He asked.


Killcreek took a second to check his instruments, “About twenty-one hundred, so far.”


Farrell nodded and stepped out into the corridor without another word. The first thing he saw were two members of his crew, neither of them security officers but both of them carrying phasers. Looking down the corridor, he saw another pair of crewmen who were escorting several Cardassian children to their temporary living quarters for the trip.


“Carry on,” Farrell told them, watching bemusedly as their shoulders and backs visibly relaxed. It may not have been completely Starfleet of him, but he still found the inherent subservience that he was treated with to be vaguely amusing and gratifying.


Heading up to the bridge, he found that his nerves were only growing worse rather than better. He supposed that it was because with each moment that ticked by, the Klingon battle group was growing closer, or the fact that he was now in the process of filling his ship with a people that he had spent most of his career trying to kill. In may have been morbid, but every time he saw the Cardassian children, he couldn't help but wonder if, perhaps somewhere in the future, he would be forced to go into battle against them. It would certainly be ironic if he were to save all of these children only to have one of them shoot him dead in another ten or fifteen years.


He arrived on the bridge to find his crew hard at work. As the 'lift doors separated, Mbeka looked over his shoulder, nodded his recognition, and then boomed, “Captain on the bridge!”


Farrell smiled to let everyone know that it was all right to calm down, and then headed into his ready room. Sitting down behind his desk, he poured himself two fingers worth of Jim Beam, and leaned back in his chair to let things percolate in his brain.


After a few minutes, he used his computer to check the latest intel reports from Starfleet. Although he was interested in anything regarding Klingon fleet and troop deployments, he found nothing that caught his eye. There were times when he found himself wishing that Starfleet Intelligence could occasionally be as ruthless as the Tal Shiar, if only so he would occasionally find himself with some decent intelligence reports to read.


As he scanned over the data on his screen, he could feel the events of the previous few days catching up with him. With a groan, he turned to his replicator and ordered a cup of coffee. He hadn't drank it much since he had been on the Front. He wasn't sure why, but he assumed that it had something to do with all the bad memories associated with it.


Not that there were any shortage to choose from.


There was the wounded Cardassian soldier on Soltok IV– mangled and maimed, but still terribly alive– screaming to be shot. There were the pathetic moans and whimpers of the wounded Marines on Ronara Prime. Those and a thousand others swirled around in his mind before he forced himself to stop and focus on happier times. The final drive against the University of Alpha Centauri during the Lunar Bowl his senior year at the Academy, when he had sealed the improbable win for his team with a spiraling touchdown pass –his fourth of the game– to his tight end in the far corner of the end zone. Or his time spent with Alyssa on Casperia Prime.


Despite the coffee, a smile creased his lips and soon he felt the caffeine flowing through his veins, jolting his senses back to proper function. He read through the rest of his paperwork, making sure that everything was in order. It was a mild diversion, at best, but he found that it was just barely enough for him to focus his often erratic attention on.


When his paperwork was finished, he looked over at his trophy shelf, which held most of the tactile reminders of his youth and past. The football memorabilia was nice, but every time he looked at them, he couldn't help but take note of the model of the USS Yorktown. Although she was pristine as she sat on the shelf in his ready room, every time he saw her, he couldn't help but think of how she had last looked to him– broken beyond repair, with the front starboard quarter of her saucer section gone and the port nacelle sheared clean off, drifting dim and lifeless amidst the ruins of thirty-eight of her fellow starships. While losing the ship had been hard, he would have gladly traded her to resurrect even one of her crew.


Of the more than one hundred members of the Yorktown's crew to be lost at Wolf 359, the hardest to take had been Lieutenant Commander Anton Volchenko. The genial Ukrainian, who had served as Captain Stone's number one for the entire duration of Farrell's time there, had been a guiding influence on his life, making sure that the rough-around-the-edges soldier managed to turn into a halfway respectable tactical officer and security chief. 


Several times since Volchenko had died, Farrell had felt a sense of guilt about it. Not over anything that he had done personally, but when they had launched a few months later on the Courageous, he had been unable to take his success as something of his own making. Had Volchenko survived, Farrell would have no doubt remained as the tactical officer. Ever since then, he had always been occasionally nagged by the uncomfortable feeling that he had somehow stolen Volchenko's career and usurped it as his own.


Naturally, the same thing could also be said about Lieutenant Crane, who had commanded his team, molded him into an effective soldier and leader, and then died in order to pass on the reins. There were some nights, when the lights were low and the bourbon started to talk, where he couldn't help but wonder where his life would be if either or both of those good, fine men had lived to fulfill their potential.


“Bridge to Captain Farrell,” the crisp, sharp voice of Lieutenant Mbeka shattered his wandering thoughts, and he jolted to attention.


“Go ahead,” he replied as he tapped his combadge.


“Sir, a Klingon battle group has just decloaked off of our starboard bow. We detect seventeen warships.” Despite the sudden turn for the worst that had just taken place, Mbeka's voice remained calm and inscrutable. Even though he was supposedly the fearless leader of the crew, he found that the quiet confidence that his security chief exuded helped his own nerves to settle.


“Red alert, Lieutenant,” he said, making sure that his voice remained calm and level. Goddammit, he cursed to himself, Why couldn't Starfleet Intelligence be right, just once? “Recall the away team immediately and then raise shields. Tell Mr. Kovax to notify Starfleet of our situation.”


He closed the channel and then had to restrain himself from running out onto the bridge. Instead, he strode out with a manufactured sense of calm and serenity. He glanced at the viewscreen, where the Klingon ships hovered aggressively, and took care to sit down slowly in his chair. He saw both Sanderson and Kovax looking over their shoulders at him, and he forced a lopsided grin onto his face.


“They're running weapons hot, sir,” Mbeka advised him needlessly. He had expected nothing less from them. He looked back at Mbeka and nodded once to show that he had heard the report.


He knew that he was playing a very dangerous game. Starfleet protocol insisted that in a situation such as the one he now faced, he should open hailing frequencies and attempt to seek a peaceful resolution. However, he was dealing with the Klingons, and he knew that they would take any such gesture as a sign of weakness and attack. Instead, he would wait them out. They may come in hard anyway, but he was hoping that they would at least want to talk first.


Several long, tense moments dragged by as he waited to see where things would go. After a bit, Kovax announced that the entire away team had been returned to the ship. As soon as that was done, Mbeka raised the shields, which instantly made Farrell feel more secure, even though he knew that if the Klingons came after them in force, they would be lucky to hold out for more than a few seconds. He could feel a bit of sweat starting to form at his brow as he contemplated their chances of survival if the Klingons decided to risk starting a war.


Goddamn Starfleet Intelligence, he thought bitterly. His supposes thirty-six hour window had lasted less than half that. Why the hell did they even bother making such estimates? It wasn't as if they were ever accurate, and all it did was lull the wrong side into a false sense of security.


From behind him, he heard the hiss of the turbolift doors opening. He glanced back to confirm that it was, in fact, Commander Grant, before he returned his attention to the viewscreen. The Klingons hadn't responded to his actions yet, but he wasn't sure if that was because they were actually impressed by his resolve, or simply because they hadn't stopped laughing yet. 


Grant moved to take up her customary post at the auxiliary console, and Farrell began to doubt his course of tactics. When Kovax's console chirped loudly in his ears, he nearly wanted to jump for joy when he recognized the sound of an incoming hail.


Kovax looked over his shoulder, the relief evident on his slightly chubby features. “We're being hailed by the lead Klingon warship,” he said, “The computer has compared it with Starfleet sensor logs and identified it as the IKS Chargha. It was one of the ships that attacked Deep Space 9 a few months ago, sir.”


A Klingon defeat, Farrell mused to himself. That certainly didn't help matters. Nothing made a Klingon more angry than being forced to retreat rather than enjoy victory or a glorious death in battle. If the commander of the Chargha didn't feel as if his honor had been satisfied enough by killing Cardassians, then he might decided that destroying the Repulse would go a long way towards restoring his self esteem.


“On screen,” he ordered tightly, well aware that the fate of his ship and his crew might very well hang on the next few words that came out of his mouth. In his experience, he had never been much of a persuader . . . unless it was with his fists or a rifle.


The sleek, aggressive lines of the Vor'cha-class attack cruiser vanished off of the viewscreen, only to be replaced by the image of a large, imposing man, who sat in his throne-like command chair like some sort of mythical god. The red lighting on his bridge added a sinister air to the whole thing, and Farrell noted the other Klingons, shrouded in darkness, who bustled about behind him.


“I am Commander Baraka,” the Klingon boomed, “Of the IKS Chargha. Identify yourself and state your intentions in our territory.”


There were many things that bugged Farrell. Some of them were major, and some were even petty and immature, but being talked down to as if he were a child ranked pretty high up on his list. Despite that, he forced himself to smile. “I'm Captain James Farrell, commanding officer of the Federation Starship Repulse.” He hoped that the name would carry some weight with the Klingons, “We're in this system to evacuate Federation citizens on a humanitarian mission.” He was tempted to add that the Krulak system didn't belong the the Klingons any more than Romulus did to him, but he refrained. It wouldn't have been funny, and he knew all too well that as far as the Klingons were concerned, might made not only right, but everything else as well. 


Baraka laughed heartily, throwing his head back and shaking his long, shaggy mane of hair. When he finally regained his composure, he bared his fangs menacingly. “Do you think me a fool, Captain? We have scanned your vessel. You are carrying over two thousand Cardassians aboard your ship. They are now the property of the Klingon Empire and I want them returned.”


As much as he wanted to avoid a fight, Farrell would be damned before he would hand over a bunch of children to be slaughtered or enslaved. Much like Father Renaud, he knew that there were plenty of things that he would be unable to live with. “I'm afraid that's impossible,” he replied smoothly, even though he knew that he might as well have just made his reply in limerick for all the effect it would have. “They are noncombatants and they have requested asylum aboard this ship.”


From behind him, he heard Grant shift uncomfortably, and he resisted the urge to glare in her direction. He knew that Starfleet officers weren't supposed to lie, but it was for a good cause. It wouldn't kill her to tow his line every now and then.


Then again, it was the very fact that she had towed his line that could very well kill her.


Baraka leaned forward in his seat, which struck Farrell as being a bit overly melodramatic. “You have no right to interfere in our affairs,” he said angrily, “You will return those Cardassians to the surface of the planet immediately.”


“I have granted their request for asylum, Commander,” Farrell said back, “For me to renege on my word would be dishonorable.” He was hoping that the usage of such a coveted word in Klingon culture would have some sort of positive effect.


“You have no understanding of honor,” Baraka sneered. Apparently, he had been wrong. “You have one minute to lower your shields and surrender all Klingon subjects and property, or else you will be deemed a hostile vessel and fired upon.”


“Now, Commander,” Farrell cautioned, taking great care to keep his veneer of blasé indifference about him, “Let's not be so hasty. If you fire, unprovoked, on a Federation starship, it will be considered by the Federation to be an act of war.” He was well aware that he was possibly digging himself an even deeper hole, but he also knew that sometimes the best way to keep people from bothering you was to act like you were completely unconcerned with them. The Klingons, like a lot of bullies, thrived on the fear of their targets. If he remained calm and collected, he was hoping that it would take some of the wind out of their sails.


“So ask yourself,” he continued smoothly, “what would Chancellor Gowron and the rest of the High Council think if you started a war with the Federation over a bunch of unarmed civilians?”


Baraka's face darkened and he pounded a meaty fist on the arm of his command chair, “I am here on the authority of Gowron!” he nearly screamed, “He has decreed this system to be the property of the Klingon Empire. Your continued presence is an insult to us.” He leaned forward again and held up a threatening fist, “You have been given your chance to cooperate, Captain, and you refused. You are now our enemy, as well. You will surrender your ship and crew immediately, or else you will be destroyed.”


That could have gone better, Farrell thought to himself. His attempt to talk his way out of trouble had failed, and now there was the very real possibility that he would be dead in a few minutes. Either way, he knew that he wasn't about to surrender without a fight. Figuring that it couldn't hurt, he laughed and added sarcastically, “Another glorious victory for the Empire, huh?”


Before Baraka could reply, Farrell drew his hand across his throat and Kovax closed the channel. As soon as the Klingon vanished from the screen, he ordered, “Sandy, get us out of here. Full impulse, and then go to warp as soon as you can.”


“Captain,” Commander Grant asked from her station as Sandy began to carry out his own orders, “What about the rest of the refugees?”


Farrell hated the idea of leaving them behind, but he hated even more the idea of dying needlessly. Without Gul Jimed and the Cardassian ships, there was simply nothing that they could do. “We've done all we can here,” he said firmly as the Repulse turned away from the planet and headed out into deep space.


“Sir, the Chargha and two other Klingon warships have broken off from the main group and are pursuing us in an attack formation,” Mbeka informed him calmly, as if it were only a drill.


“Sandy, how long before we can go to warp?”


Sanderson checked his instruments, “Uh, another minute sir.”


“Captain,” Mbeka said, “the Klingons will be in weapons range in forty-five seconds.”


He was fairly confident that they could hold out for fifteen seconds, but the information was still disconcerting. If the Klingons got in a few good shots, then they could do enough damage to make any attempt at fleeing more difficult than it would have been otherwise.


“Sir,” Kovax said, “we're receiving another transmission from the Chargha. No audio. Commander Baraka is ordering us to heave to and prepare to be boarded. He's demanding that we acknowledge his transmission.”


“My reply shall come from the mouth of my cannon,” Farrell muttered, grateful once again that he had bothered to pay attention during his Academy history classes, “Lieutenant Mbeka, I want you to put a full spread of photon torpedoes across the Chargha's bow. Let's see if that won't smarten them up a bit.”


Mbeka nodded his understanding, and a moment later the tactical console blared the launch alert. On the viewscreen, Farrell watched as six orange photon torpedoes hurled themselves into space and flashed across the flightpath of the lead Klingon warship. He was hoping that his willingness to use so much firepower for what amounted to a warning shot would make Baraka think twice about running them down for the kill.


Time seemed to slow down to a crawl as Farrell watched the Klingon ships approach on the viewscreen. The Bird of Prey came in first, her disruptors flashing as she strafed their top shield. The bridge lurched as the directed energy blasts skittered across their shields. Farrell gripped the armrests of his chair and clenched his teeth to keep himself from cursing too strongly. “Mbeka!” he shouted in order to be heard over the noise, “Lock phasers and return fire! Target their engines!”


“Aye, sir,” Mbeka answered, and Farrell watched as their dorsal phaser array came to life and sent a bright beam of orange energy into the Bird of Prey's ventral shields. They flared brightly, and the smaller Klingon ship banked sharply in order to evade the next shot, which still clipped their rear end, although Farrell didn't need Mbeka to tell him that the damage done had been minimal.


“Engaging warp engines,” Sanderson called, and the stars warped and stretched as the Repulse leapt into warp. Farrell had just enough time to hope that the Klingons had had their fill when Mbeka informed him that they were pursuing.


“Captain,” Sanderson said, sounding concerned, “We're maxed out, sir. We're maintaining warp nine point six, which is our maximum rated speed. The Klingon ships are in pursuit, sir, and they're gaining on us.”
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When the Repulse jerked from the first impact of the Klingon weapons, the first thought that ran through Lieutenant Commander David Rice's mind was a fervent hope that wherever Ally was, she was keeping safe and out of trouble. The next was a silent thanks that he was no longer on the upper level of engineering.


He was situated back at the main console, keeping a close eye on the operation of the warp engines. At the moment, the Repulse was red-lining her engines by maintaining her maximum velocity of warp nine point six. The captain was screaming for more power and more speed, but given the fact that they were also trying to maintain their shields as well as keep their weapons systems functioning– combined with the fact that the environmental system was trying to keep an extra twenty-three hundred some odd people breathing– meant that there simply was not enough power to go around. He had increased out put from the warp core to an extremely dangerous one hundred and fifteen percent, but that was as far as he was willing to go. The antimatter containment fields were already starting to weaken from the strain. If he tried to take any more juice out of the core, then there was a very good chance that the containment fields would collapse and the ship would be destroyed.


The pace in engineering was frantic, even more so than it had been earlier during the evacuation. All around him, his people ran from station to station, trying desperately to keep the ship from coming apart at the seams. The normally low hum of conversation had disappeared, only to be replaced by frantic shouts and demands for accurate reports.


Beside him at the table, Ensign Saral and Crewman Freschetti were helping him with things. As much as he wanted to, he found that he was unable to keep all of his attention on the task at hand. Part of his brain, against his best wishes, was preoccupied with worrying about how his eldest daughter was fairing. When they had begun the evacuation of the refugees from Krulak V, Ally had been reassigned to the security detachment to bolster their manpower. Although Master Chief Baxter had always given him something of a creepy vibe, he was grateful now that the veteran soldier was keeping his daughter safe.


The ship shuddered from another hit, and Dave had to keep his hands firmly gripped to the pool table to keep from being thrown to the floor. Beside him, Freschetti grunted as he doubled over the table, one edge digging painfully into his gut. “Dave,” he shouted as he regained his composure, “the aft shields are weakening.”


“Take power from the forward shield emitters and reroute it through the secondary plasma relays,” he ordered automatically. Since the Repulse was fleeing the Klingon warships, they wouldn't have to worry about any attacks coming from their front– at least, not for the time being.


As Freschetti set to work, Dave told Saral to keep a close eye on the antimatter containment fields and then rushed away to check up on the dilithium crystals, which could potentially fracture when pushed as hard as they were being now. Crewman Reich was on duty at that station, and he senses what Dave was looking for even before he could open his mouth.


“The crystals are fine, Dave,” Reich informed him tersely. All of the young man's considerable attention was focused on them, and the last thing he needed was his chief engineer sticking his nose in and bothering him.


Dave nodded and turned back to the pool table. Before he could take more than a few steps, he felt the deck lurch sharply beneath his feet as the inertial dampeners struggled to keep up with what could only be a sudden deceleration. He stumbled, but fortunately, he was able to keep his feet underneath him, and was thus spared the embarrassment of taking a nasty spill in front of everyone.


“We have dropped out of warp!” Saral called, not out of fear or excitement, but merely out of need to be heard.


“What the hell is going on up there?” Dave muttered to himself.


“Bridge to engineering,” Captain Farrell's voice called through the intra-ship communications system, “Give me all available power to weapons and shields!”


Dave bit off a curse and rushed over to the pool table, reaching it just as the ship shook violently from another volley of fire. Now that they didn't have to run the warp engines, Dave was suddenly left with more power than he knew what to do with. The first thing he did was scale back the energy demands on the warp core, which went a long way towards making his job easier. With that done, all he had to do was sit back and wait until something needed his attention.


One of the major shortcomings to being stuck in engineering was that he had no real idea of what was happening outside. He had real time access to all of the ships systems, but he was too busy trying to keep everything from falling apart to figure out what was going on.


One thing he was sure of, however, was that the battle was not going well. There was a brief bit of calm before the hits started coming. Once they did, it was all he could do to keep himself upright. Somewhere above him, a console exploded, sending a shower of sparks raining down on them. One of them landed on the back of his neck, and he winced from the pain.


He watched as the impulse engines, phasers, photon launchers and shields all greedily sucked up whatever power that they could. Every now and then, Captain Farrell would come over the intercom and demand more power. Every time he did so, Dave would curse and mutter insults and then try to do his best in order to keep both the ship and his commanding officer happy.


As the battle progressed, badly, Dave tried in vain to keep everything running. One after the other, vital systems either lost power or went out of commission. With Captain Farrell screaming for repairs and alarms blaring in his ears, he tried his best to keep up as the damage mounted faster than his ability to repair.


It was a hopeless struggle, however. Before too long, the shield grid was screaming for relief. He was even contemplating taking the shield grid offline in order to recharge the emitters when the ship pitched sharply to the right. Despite his best efforts, he found himself throwing his hands out in front of himself to brace his fall. He hit the deck hard, and felt something pop in his left wrist. He bit his lip to keep from letting out a scream of pain.


“Our shields have collapsed!” Somebody, maybe Freschetti yelled.


Dave barely had time to process the information when he heard the awful whine of transporters activating.

*
*
*

With their warp engines running as hot as possible, and with the three Klingon warships behind them concentrating their firepower on the aft shield grid, Farrell was quickly left with the uncomfortable reality that he wouldn't be able to run from this fight.


The final straw came when one of the aft consoles erupted in a large shower of sparks and smoke. As his nose and throat filled with the harsh, burning smell of burnt plastic and circuitry, he decided then and there that he was through running.


“Helm,” he yelled, “slow to impulse and bring us about for an attack run!”


“Captain,” Commander Grant called, “The Klingons outnumber us three to one!”


I can count, he thought irritably, but refrained from actually saying it. “We can't outrun them, Commander,” he said reasonably, “And I sure as hell am not going to fight them with only the aft weapons array. Lieutenant Mbeka, the gloves are coming off.” He stabbed a finger at the image of the three Klingon warships on the viewscreen, “Kill those sons of bitches!”


As the pursuing Klingon warships slowed to impulse, they were greeted by a barrage of phaser fire and a full spread of photon torpedoes. They broke away from each other, well aware that if they could divide the Repulse's firepower, then they would only help themselves.


“Concentrate on that Bird of Prey first,” Farrell ordered. It was the smallest of the enemy ships, and not of terrible importance. However, he was more interested in minimizing the amount of weapons that they had pointed at them, so it made sense, as far as he was concerned, to eliminate the easiest targets first.


“Aye, sir,” Mbeka responded, and immediately set to work demolishing his designated target. Farrell watched as two powerful phaser blasts rocked the smaller Klingon ship. In a desperate move to save his ship, the Klingon captain risked lowering his shields to engage his cloaking device. Unfortunately for him, as soon as his ship began to shimmer and ripple into invisibility, it was hit in the aft quarter by another shot from the ventral phaser array. A long, savage gash appeared in the bulbous aft section of the ship, and a stream of air, coolant and other debris lingered behind it.


“Direct hit,” Mbeka said, sounding excited for the first time, “They're losing main power.”


“Finish the job,” Farrell told him. The Klingons may have been hurt, but he had no intention of letting them slink away to lick their wounds; only to return and try to kill him again. Without question, Mbeka let loose a pair of photon torpedoes, which raced out and exploded against the Klingon ship's port wing assembly. Powerless, the Bird of Prey tumbled gently, end over end, for a few moments before it erupted in a blinding ball of fire.


“Scratch one bad guy,” Sanderson exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air.


Any exultation over their victory was short lived. No sooner than Sanderson had finished speaking before they were rocked again by a terrible barrage. The two remaining ships had crossed over each other and come in from either side. Caught in a crossfire, the Repulse had nowhere to run. Sandy tried his best, but there was only so much he could do.


Farrell gripped the armrests of his chair to keep himself in his seat, but others were not so lucky. In front of him, there was a flash and a wretched noise from the forward console. Sanderson threw up his hands to shield himself as, beside him, Ensign Kovax's station exploded, flinging the young Bolian officer backwards onto the deck. Farrell opened his eyes to see the young man, whom he had come to trust and rely on, laying flat on his back on the deck before him. His face, arms and chest were a mass of burnt tissue and blood, and Farrell was almost certain that he was dead.


“Medical team to the bridge,” he heard Grant shout from behind him.


“Damage report!” Farrell demanded, knowing that if he wanted to save the rest of his ship and crew, then he would have to forget about losing Kovax and focus on finishing the job at hand.


“Captain,” Grant shouted, stepping out from her auxiliary console to stand beside him, “I'm getting casualty reports from decks four, five, eight and seventeen! We also have a plasma leak in our port nacelle!”


Farrell cursed, “Deploy damage control teams!”


“Aye, sir!”


“They're coming around for another pass!” Lieutenant Chandler exclaimed from the science station.


“Janson!” Farrell came to his feet and whirled to face the deputy engineering chief, “Get that port nacelle back on line!”


“Understood, Captain!”


With the choking smoke and stench of burnt flesh filling his nose and throat and making his eyes water, Farrell knew that they were in rough shape. He had confidence in his ship and crew, but he knew that he may have to face the facts and acknowledge that he had led them astray.


I've made a terrible mistake, he realized then, I let Father Renaud and my own damned conscience guilt me into doing something incredibly stupid. Now, it looks like we're all going to die because of it.


Before he could start to feel too sorry for himself, however, another voice shoved it's way to the front of his mind: The mission. You have to complete the mission. The voice was that of the long dead Lieutenant Crane, and he knew that his mission now was simply to survive. He had to get the Cardassian refugees back to the Federation, to safety, if only so that everything that had happened wouldn't be in vain.


“Mbeka!” He yelled, suddenly reinvigorated with purpose, “Concentrate all firepower on that Vor'cha-class attack cruiser!”


The tactical officer let fly with everything that he had at his disposal. On the viewscreen, he watched as the predatory-looking Klingon battle cruiser absorbed a barrage of phaser and torpedo fire. Although her shields flared and crackled with all of the energy being expended against them, the ship herself just smiled and kept on coming.


He had time to see her forward disruptor ports flare before the bridge heaved under his feet and he felt himself falling backwards. He landed hard on his side beside Ensign Kovax, and he winced as his left hip radiated with pain. Despite that, he pushed himself back onto his knees and then hauled himself up and into his command chair.


“Captain,” Mbeka called, his voice finally cracking and beginning to show some signs of concern, “Our tactical control systems are down– we've lost all power to phasers!”


“What's the status of our shields?”


“They're down to nineteen percent! One more direct hit and we'll lose them completely!”


Farrell looked over at Lieutenant Janson, who was working frantically, and demanded a sitrep. For his part, the young Englishman merely looked back and shook his head grimly. 


Ironically, enough, it wasn't the Chargha who delivered the killing blow to their shields, but the ancient cruiser that had accompanied her. The older ship came in on the heels of her flagship and let loose with another volley. Farrell once again had to fight to keep himself in his seat.


“Damage report!” He hollered, trying to keep the rising fear out of his voice.


He looked back over at Mbeka, who was hauling himself back to his feet. He tapped at a control, and then pounded his console in obvious frustration. “Main power's offline,” he reported grimly, “We've lost shields. Our weapons are gone.”


Farrell returned his eyes to the viewscreen. The Chargha came back around, and he expected to see her weapons fire one last time before he was killed. Instead, the ship came to a halt, looming over them. He had time to wonder idly why he wasn't meeting face to face with Saint Peter before he heard the familiar whine of transporters.


A boarding party, he realized with a sense of awful realization. How very Klingon of them. He knew that he should have seen it coming, in hindsight. After all, given how barbaric the Klingon psyche could be at times, where was the fun in merely blowing them out of stars when they could come aboard for the up close kill?


In a way, Farrell felt a sense of intense satisfaction. No longer would he be constrained by Starfleet and the sometimes stifling tactics of starship combat. Now he was in his element, in close quarters battle where all the fighting and killing would be done at what in the old days had been macabrely referred to as 'handshake range'.


In that moment, his worries and fears subsided, and he felt his years of training and experience begin to kick in. Accompanying them was a sense of personal insult. If the Klingons thought that they could wrest his ship from his grasp with a few paltry boarding parties, then they would have another thing coming. If they wanted to take his ship; they could have it only once they pried it from his cold, dead hands.


As the columns of red light appeared on either side of the forward helm/ops console, Farrell reached down to his waist and drew his weapon. “Ready phasers!” he ordered loudly, feeling the adrenaline really start to kick in.


The Klingon closest to him materialized, and Farrell fired, sending a stream of orange energy into the fearsome looking warrior's chest. With a scream, the man fell back, clutching at the smoking burn where his heart had been just a moment before.


The battle for Repulse had begun.
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Baxter had been on duty in the security office when the battle had commenced. It had been an unusual, helpless feeling at first. For as long as he could remember, he had only ever fought up close. Now, he was experiencing the cold and distant form of combat that was the realm of starships.


With most of the security personnel spread throughout the ship, keeping a close eye on the Cardassian refugees, Baxter was left alone with only Ensigns Hayes and Kraft, Crewman Dorax, and Cadet Rice. Throughout the battle, the others had struggled to keep themselves in place and exchanged nervous glances with one another. While he certainly didn't enjoy the experience, Baxter had managed to keep his face inscrutable throughout the whole affair.


“Warning,” the metallic, feminine voice of the main computer blared in his ears, “Intruder alert. All hands, prepare to repel boarders.” Upon hearing the news, he actually felt himself began to feel better. In ship-to-ship combat, he was about as useful as tits on a bull. Against a boarding party, however, he knew that he would be among the most valuable members of the crew. As hokey as it sounded, that knowledge made him feel good.


Without bothering to wait for an order, Baxter immediately dashed over to the armory and tapped the door release. Once inside, he quickly retrieved five compression phaser rifles off of a storage rack on the bulkhead. After making sure that each one was powered and functional, he passed it off, keeping only the last one for himself.


The knowledge that the Klingons had decided to board the Repulse hadn't come as a surprise to him. Although he had never fought against them before, he had studied them intently, well aware that they could have switched from ally to adversary at any moment.


And now it all pays off, he thought ruefully to himself.


“Wade to security,” a new voice called. Baxter instantly recognized it as that of Lieutenant Arlington Wade, the deputy security chief. She was a good officer, and he trusted her judgment.


He reached up and pressed his combadge, “Baxter here. Go ahead, ma'am.”


“The Klingons have boarded the ship, Master Chief,” she explained needlessly, “I'm leading a team down to secure main engineering. Take whoever you've got there and head up to the bridge.”


“Understood, ma'am.”


“Good luck, Master Chief. Wade, out.”


Baxter turned his attention back to the others, and noticed that all of them, even the two commissioned officers, were looking to him to lead the way. “Well don't just stand there,” he admonished them. “You heard the lady and you know the drill– assholes and elbows.”


“Roger that, Master Chief,” Ensign Kraft said, stiffening up.


“Cadet Rice,” Ensign Hayes nearly shouted, still struggling to control his own fear, “It looks like you're tagging along with us on this one. Bring up the rear.”


“Yes, sir,” the young woman replied, and Baxter had to admit that he was impressed by her composure. It was nowhere near perfect, but considering that she hadn't even graduated from the Academy yet, it was remarkable. 


“I'll take point,” he rumbled, gesturing towards the doors.


As he led the way out, the others fell in behind him. He shouldered the rifle– one of the newer models that Starfleet had begun to issue the year before– and stroked the forward hand guard out of habit. He liked the weapon. Unlike some other Starfleet issue weapons, which seemed to be either to bulky or resemble a toy, the new rifle actually felt like a weapon. He made sure that the torch that was mounted on top was turned off, and then he set off down the corridor towards the turbolift.


The ship rumbled again, and Baxter frowned, hoping that things weren't going too badly down in engineering. If the Klingons took that part of the ship, then they would be able to lock out everything. He didn't even want to contemplate the number of casualties that they would have to incur in order to take it back from them– assuming that it would even possible.


As he moved, making sure to keep himself as snug to the bulkhead as possible without actually dragging himself against it, he kept his ears open, listening for any sign of the enemy.


His attention was rewarded a few moments later when he heard the pounding of footsteps. He held up a hand, signaling the others to take cover, and then moved his finger to hover over the trigger.


When the figure came hurtling around the corner, Baxter was relieved to see a Starfleet uniform. The young man jerked his phaser up, but refrained from firing by only the barest of margins. Even with his face flushed and his eyes wild from fear and adrenaline, Baxter recognized the young man as Crewman Kimmett, the young man who ran the shuttlebay during the gamma shift.


“Klingons!” he blurted, struggling to speak and breathe at the same time, “They're right behind me, and they ain't stoppin' for shit!”


“Get behind me,” Baxter snarled, reaching out and snagging the young man's shoulder. With a tug, he sent Kimmett careening behind him, where the crewman moved immediately to the back of the column to kneel beside Cadet Rice.


Baxter listened closer. Sure enough, he could hear the sound of many pairs of boots clamping towards them. He grimaced and checked his rifle one last time.


“Gentlemen!” he hollered loudly enough for everyone to hear him clearly, “Prepare to defend yourselves!”


In the dim lighting of the corridor, with the pulsing red lighting, the Klingons looked nearly Satanic. With their fierce scowls, sharpened teeth, and wild hair, they were enough to strike fear into almost anyone.


As the lead one rounded the curve of the corridor, Baxter fired. Unlike previous models of rifle, which sent a coherent beam of nadion particles to their target, the newer compression rifles fired a condensed ball of them. Hence the term 'compression rifle'. The Klingon never knew what hit him as he was lifted off of his feet and slammed hard into the bulkhead.


The ones that followed all died in a similar fashion. They came screaming around the corner, brandishing disruptor pistols and bat'leth's, and relying more on their appearance and the noise they made to cow their opponents into submission. Almost anywhere else, it probably would have worked.


They were young, Baxter thought idly as he fired at each new one that appeared, and what they lacked in brains, they surely made up for in balls. However, that wasn't enough, and in the end, nine Klingons threw their lives away with foolish tactics and the quest for an honorable death in battle.


When the shooting stopped, he was relieved to note that nobody had been hit. A nine to zero kill ratio was pretty good, as far as he was concerned. 

*
*
*


During his training, Farrell had learned that while a knife wasn't necessarily the most advanced of weapons, it was still quite potent. One of his instructors had proved that someone well trained in knife fighting could close a five meter distance and deliver a killing blow before the other person was able to overcome their shock reflex, draw their weapon, aim and fire. While he had dropped the first Klingon who had materialized on his bridge, he didn't have time to shift his aim before the next one was on top of him.


The Klingon brought his bat'leth down in an overhead lunge that probably would have split him from shoulder to crotch if he hadn't thrown himself out of the way at the last second. The heavy sword cleaved through the air that Farrell had occupied only a second before and embedded itself firmly in the back of his chair.


Farrell hit the ground heavier than he would have liked, but he caught the Klingon defenseless as he tried to dislodge his weapon from the chair. Farrell fired point blank, and the soldier stumbled backwards before crashing heavily to the deck.


From his vantage point on the deck, Farrell watched as another Klingon whirled to fire at Lieutenant Chandler at the science station. Chandler dove for cover behind her console, and Crewman Ghiglis, stationed beside her at environmental, rose and fired her phaser into the attacker. The stout Tellarite woman's shot hit home, but her phaser was obviously set to only light stun. The Klingon staggered back, but then rose his disruptor and fired two shots into Ghiglis' chest, the impact lifting her off of her feet and sending her tumbling over her own chair.


As the Klingon advanced on Chandler, another shot came screaming over Farrell's prone form, courtesy of Lieutenant Mbeka at the tactical station. The shot sailed wide, leaving a smoldering scorch mark on the bulkhead beside the doors to Farrell's ready room. Sensing the new attacker, the Klingon turned and aimed his disruptor at Mbeka.


Before he could fire, Chandler shot to her feet and grabbed onto his wrist. She tried her best to use the training that she had received at the Academy, but she was no match, physically, for her attacker. With his free hand, the Klingon reached up and punched her in the left cheek. With a sickening crunch, Chandler's legs sagged beneath her, and she lost her grip. As she began to fall backwards, Farrell was finally able to bring his own weapon to bear, and he delivered a fatal shot.


With the port side of the bridge under control, he turned his attention to the right. He was pleased to see a similar situation had developed there. Three Klingons lay dead beside the helm, killed where they had tried to beam aboard. Another two were sprawled nearby, each of them killed quickly. Lieutenant Janson stood behind his station, his phaser shaking wildly in his hand.


He's regular life taker and heart breaker, Farrell thought to himself. Looking over, he saw the body of Ensign Kovax lying on the deck and even gallows humor became unpalatable. He moved over to where Kovax lay, and gingerly pressed his fingers against one of the several large veins that ran across the back of his bald head.


Amazingly, he detected the barest hint of a pulse.


“Get a medic up here!” he shouted, his own voice sounding impossibly loud in the sudden silence that had overtaken the bridge. With their shields still down, and with plenty more Klingons where the rest had just come from, he knew that it wouldn't be too long before they would be forced to fight off another wave of attackers.


And that's the best case scenario, the thought sourly. If their first attempt to seize the ship failed, Farrell knew that Baraka may just decide to destroy them outright rather than sacrifice more men in another headlong assault.


Around the bridge, things were beginning to return to normal. Farrell hauled himself to his feet and stared at the bat'leth that was lodged in his seat. He reminded himself to keep that as a souvenir if they survived. At the very least, it would make an interesting story to tell.


“Captain,” Commander Grant said, approaching from her station and tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear, “Internal sensors indicate that there are at least thirty other Klingons still aboard the ship. Some of them are in main engineering, but the others appear to be roaming the ship. I've dispatched security teams to try and contain them.”


Farrell nodded, the information being about as well as could be expected, “I don't suppose that the security net is on line?”


Grant shook her head, “No, sir. I tried to contain them with force fields, but all of the emitters are down.”


“Then I guess we're gonna have to do this the old fashioned way,” he noted.


“It appears so, sir.”


He turned to face Lieutenant Mbeka, “Lieutenant, get down to engineering and kill those bastards. If they take that room, then we'll have lost everything.”


Mbeka nodded and checked his phaser, “Aye, sir.”


Farrell would have liked to have gone with him, but he knew that his place was on the bridge. He turned back to Grant, “What about our casualties?”


“Crewman Ghiglis is dead,” Grant informed him, seeming to take the news better than she had the death of Ensign Gruber more than a year before. She's in shock, he surmised. “We've also had reports of wounded coming into sickbay, but they haven't reported any fatalities so far. Engineering's the wild card, sir. They haven't responded to any of our requests for a status report. God only knows what's happening down there.”


Farrell sighed and rubbed his jaw, “I trust that there's someone down there?”


“Lieutenant Wade reported in a minute ago, sir. She said that her team was making entry, but I haven't heard anything since.”


From the rear of the bridge, the turbolift doors hissed open, and Farrell was relieved to see Iron Mike standing there with a gaggle of security officers– and Cadet Rice– in tow. “It's good to see you, Master Chief.” he sighed.


“We tried to get here as soon as possible,” the other man informed him sternly, as if his trip had consisted of nothing more than a jaunty stroll through a park.


Lieutenant Mbeka snagged Ensign Hayes and Ensign Kraft at the turbolift, and practically dragged them back inside. Farrell smiled at the sight, grateful again that he was surrounded by such a competent group.


“Captain!” Lieutenant Janson shouted from behind him. Before he could react, he felt a sudden, burning pain in his side. He looked down and saw a bloody dagger sticking through his uniform. Still grasping the handle, snarling up at him, was the Klingon that he had shot earlier. The same one who had left his bat'leth embedded in his chair.

*
*
*


The situation in engineering had quickly degenerated into a stalemate.


Lieutenant Arlington Wade crouched down behind one of the consoles and fired a shot up at the Klingons who were still holed up on the second level, using the warp core as cover. She wasn't trying to hit anything. She was merely trying to keep their heads down until somebody could come up with a better plan than a direct assault. Not only would the cost in lives of such an attempt be staggering, but there was too much possibility that someone would do something stupid– like shoot the warp core, and end up destroying the entire ship.


No matter what ended up happening, Wade knew that it would have to happen sooner rather than later.


“Tell your people to stop shooting at the warp core,” Commander Rice hissed at her from his place behind the main diagnostic console.


Wade nodded, biting back a curse. Did he think that she was an idiot? Her people knew what they were doing. The other security officers that had accompanied her were strung out behind whatever cover that they could find, using their compression rifles to keep the surviving Klingons pinned down.


“Wade to bridge,” she said, tapping her combadge for what seemed like the hundredth time. Once again, all that greeted her was static. She ducked down involuntarily as a green disruptor beam sliced through the air over her head and exploded against the bulkhead behind her. Not only were they doing a great job of keeping each other pinned down, but the Klingons were somehow jamming their communications as well.


She heard a whimper from beside her, and she looked over at the young engineer who lay on the deck, writhing in pain from a disruptor wound badly singed his chest. A female crew member hovered over him, trying her best to ease his pain, but until they could either restore the transporters or keep the Klingons from shooting at them, there was no way to safely evacuate him.


Risking losing it, Wade poker her head up above her cover to take stock of the situation. She could see several of the engineering staff – some of them wounded, and others merely terrified – who were hidden behind whatever protection that they could find.


Some of them hadn't been so lucky. Lying in front of the warp core was the body of Ensign Xel'nuku'las, who had been hit several times by disruptor fire. His body was still smoldering from the impacts. Far above him, the black-clad arm of a Starfleet uniform dangled limply over the edge of the narrow walkway that bisected engineering.


As Wade ran through all of her options, she realized that her best chance would be to use the Jeffries' tubes to get people in position to take the Klingons from their flank. It was by no means a perfect plan, as any hiccup along the way would mean that whomever was in those tubes would be trapped like a rat if something went wrong, but she felt that it was her best chance for success.


First, though, she had to find someway of communicating with either the bridge or the security office and tell someone to get the ball rolling. As it was, both the Klingons and her own people were doing a pretty good job of keeping each other pinned down.


It's like holding a wolf by the ears, she thought, you may not like it, but you don't dare let go.


A Klingon soldier fired another disruptor blast in her direction, and she ducked back down behind the console and blinked rapidly as a bead of sweat rolled into her eye. Beside her, Ensign Nol'Bar let loose a pair of phaser shots with his compression rifle, sending the Klingon back behind the warp core. When he was done, the young Denobulan looked at her expectantly.


“What do we do now, Lieutenant?” he asked.


“We need to reestablish communications,” Wade told him, flinching slightly as another disruptor shot skittered over their heads, “Until we can do that, then we're pretty much humped.”


Nol'Bar didn't look particularly enthused by what he had been told, but he knew his place well enough not to question what she had told him. “I can reach the doors,” he offered, although his voice wasn't exactly ringing with confidence.


“Don't be stupid,” she said, “You'd get cut down before you got more than a few meters.”


Rather than protest, Nol'Bar looked relieved that his half-hearted offer at courage had been shot down so swiftly. Wade couldn't say that she blamed him. While the security detachment was most often the last line of defense for a starship, they weren't soldiers, in the strictest sense of the word. While they shared similar characteristics, and there was even a professional, if friendly, rivalry, Wade would still have preferred to have a platoon of Marines at her disposal.


From behind her, she heard the sound of the main blast doors to engineering rolling aside. Her heart jumped up into her throat as she spun around, hoping against hope that the Klingons hadn't somehow managed to come up with their own flanking maneuver. She held her phaser out with her thumb hovering over the firing stud, ready to fire at the first sign of an enemy soldier. If it was the Klingons, she knew that she might get one, or even two if fortune smiled on her, but that would be it. They could merely sit on both sides of the door and the Starfleet personnel would have nowhere to take cover. They would be caught in a crossfire.


When she recognized Lieutenant Mbeka standing there with a pair of security officers in tow, she wanted to kiss him. Instead she hollered for them to take cover. They managed to dash aside just as the Klingons behind the warp core sent a volley in their direction.


One of the guards with Lieutenant Mbeka, Ensign Kraft, fired a wild shot that came dangerously close to hitting the matter/antimatter intermix chamber.


“Goddammit!” Commander Rice shouted, “Stop shooting at the gorram warp core!”


Despite that minor setback, Wade felt a rush of genuine relief. Now that they had at least some people freed up and out of the Klingons line of fire, then they could go about finishing them off and getting them off of the ship.
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Commander Elizabeth Grant had never seen the Klingon moving, which was something that she was less than proud to admit. Among her duties as executive officer was to safeguard the captain, and she had failed fairly miserably.


Farrell didn't say anything when the knife sunk home in the side of his stomach. Instead, he merely stared dumbly down at the wound. The Klingon's hand was still wrapped tightly around the handle when Master Chief Baxter dashed down from the rear of the bridge and finished him off with a point blank phaser blast to the head.


The captain stumbled then, his legs seeming to lose any power or strength of their own. Baxter wrapped a large, powerful arm around his waist and dragged him towards his chair. The chief then slung his rifle over his shoulder and reefed the stuck bat'leth free with his free hand. With the weapon out of the way, he guided the captain down gently to his seat, seeming to take extra care to make things more gentle. It was actually kind of touching, in a way.


“Just like a Klingon,” Farrell gasped, “always bringing a knife to a gunfight.”


Baxter chuckled good naturedly, “Try not to talk too much, el-tee,” he said gingerly, “It's only a scratch, but you need to save your strength.”


It took Grant a second to realize that with Captain Farrell seemingly out of commission, at least for the time being, then command of the ship fell to her. As Baxter did his best to tend his wounds, she immediately sprung into action.


“What's the status of those Klingon ships?” She demanded as she whirled to face Lieutenant Janson at the engineering console.


The young man seemed flustered at first, but quickly recovered. “Uh, they're, uh, they're holding position, ma'am,” he informed her, his hands moving sluggishly over his controls, “Most of our systems are still down,” he continued, sensing what sort of information she would want next, “Including our shields, I'm afraid. We're defenseless.”


Grant's thoughts were disrupted by another intrusion from the turbolift. Crewman Dorax and Cadet Rice whirled, their phasers ready for whomever emerged. The relaxed when they realized that it was merely Dr. Zhurova and Nurse T'Kel.


“Report, Doctor,” Grant said.


“Sickbay is secure, ma'am,” Zhurova replied coolly, “I've left Dr. Telnor in charge down there for now.” She moved quickly down to where Captain Farrell sat; the knife still protruding from his abdomen.


As Zhurova flipped open her medical tricorder and ran it over the captain's body, he gritted his teeth and waved her off, “Tend to Kovax, Doctor,” he gasped, obviously in pain, “He's hurt a lot worse than me.”


“We need to get you off of the bridge and down into surgery, Captain,” Dr. Zhurova protested.


With effort, Farrell shook his head, “No,” he said firmly, his voice suddenly as hard as steel, “Dead and wounded out first.”


“You're wounded, sir,” the doctor pointed out.


Farrell glared up at her, “Help . . . Kovax,” he rasped.


Grant watched as Dr. Zhurova turned to Nurse T'Kel, who knelt over the fallen ops officer with her own tricorder. “He is hurt badly,” the nurse reported without having to be asked, “he has severe plasma burns, as well as several broken ribs and a fractured skull. It is unlikely that he will survive.” Grant was offended by the cool detachment that the Vulcan displayed, but she knew that there was noting to be gained by losing her wits, so he held her tongue.


Zhurova nodded, “Captain,” she continued, “it is my opinion that given the choice between helping you and helping Ensign Kovax, you are more likely to survive.”


“I don't care,” Farrell grunted.


“It's a triage situation,” Zhurova pressed, beginning to sound frustrated, “I don't believe that I can help him. I can help you. As chief medical officer, it's my decision to make.”


Grant nearly gasped as Farrell pulled his phaser free of his holster, “Let me make this very simple for you, Doctor,” he said menacingly, “Either you help him, or I shoot you. Those are the options that are available to you at the moment. I suggest that you make your decision quickly.”


“Captain,” Lieutenant Chandler whispered from her station.


Zhurova, for her part, held her ground just long enough to make her point, and then nodded coolly. “Understood, sir. I'll help Kovax.”


Farrell smiled, “That's a wise choice, Doctor,” he quipped, “Because I don't think that I can hold this phaser much longer.”


Before she moved to Kovax, Zhurova retrieved a programmable hypospray from her medkit. She tapped in the appropriate formula, and then pressed the device against the side of Farrell's neck with an audible hiss. “This will help to kill the pain,” she explained.


Farrell nodded slightly, and the phaser fell from his slackening fingers. With a final, gentle moan, he lost consciousness.


“Commander,” Zhurova said, turning to face her, “I don't believe that there is much I can do for Ensign Kovax,” she said, gesturing to the prone Bolian on the ground, who was being labored over by Nurse T'Kel, “That knife nicked the captain's kidney. I need to operate immediately. If I spend too much time with Kovax, I might very well lose them both.”


“Are you asking my permission to override the captain's orders, Doctor?” Grant asked, feeling some of her confidence begin to return.


Zhurova nodded.


Grant chewed her lip, aware that she had to make a fast decision. If she backed up Captain Farrell, then Kovax might have a chance, but the captain may very well end up dying. If she overruled him, then Kovax would surely die, and Farrell would no doubt be furious when he recovered.


“You heard the captain, Doctor,” she said after a long, agonizing moment of contemplation, “You have your orders.”


Zhurova paused, her mouth hanging slightly ajar, as if she were preparing to once again argue her point, but instead she merely offered a slight nod of acceptance and then moved to Kovax's side, her hands already tearing open her medkit.


“Ma'am,” Master Chief Baxter said gently, taking a cautious step towards her, “We need to be ready to fend off another assault force, assuming that they send one.”


Grant nodded, even though she wasn't too savvy on their chances of surviving yet another wave of attackers. Ghiglis was already dead, Chandler was most likely concussed, judging by the glassy look in her eyes, and Captain Farrell was out of commission. “Take up defensive positions,” she said loudly, her own voice sounding strained and crackly even to her ears, “If they decide to come again, then we're going to have to be ready.”


From the helm, Lieutenant Sanderson looked excitedly over his shoulder at her, “Commander!” he squeaked, his own voice rough from fear and adrenaline, “I'm picking up a new group of warp signatures approaching!”


“More Klingons?” Grant asked, feeling any hope that she had of surviving the day beginning to slip away.


“No, ma'am,” he grinned widely, “They're Starfleet! Five starships, led by the Courageous.”


Upon hearing the news, the sense of relief that filled the bridge was palpable. Grant herself couldn't help but smile upon receiving the information. “Hail the Chargha, Lieutenant. I want to talk to Commander Baraka.”


“Yes, ma'am.”


With no chair to occupy, Grant stood awkwardly near the center of the bridge, hoping that her figure would obscure the unconscious Captain Farrell from view. She took a moment to smooth out her dirty uniform and make sure that her hair was at least resembling orderliness as she waited for the channel to open. When it finally did, she found herself staring up into the large, imposing face of Commander Baraka.


“Who are you?” Baraka demanded.


“I'm Commander Elizabeth Grant,” she responded coolly, determined not to be intimidated, “I'm the first officer of this vessel.”


“Am I to assume that your captain is dead?”


“Not at all,” she said, “He's just a little tired from killing too many Klingons.”


“I would watch my tone, if I were you, human. I still have the upper hand.” He shook his head, seemingly amazed at how well they had held out. “Have you come to your senses yet?” he demanded, seeming overly arrogant for a man whose first attempt to seize the Repulse had failed.


“Not at all,” she replied, somewhat surprised that she was seeming to embody some of Captain Farrell's patented self-deprecating sarcasm into her own tone of voice without even seeming to realize it, “In fact, we're doing quite well. Recall your troops.”


Baraka actually had the nerve to laugh, although she got the impression that he was overemphasizing it a bit too much. “And why should I do that?” he asked rhetorically, “Look at you. You're pathetic! You're shields have collapsed, your ship is in ruins, and Klingon warriors are running free through the corridors of your vessel. Surrender, and I may yet spare you.”


Grant's back stiffened at the insult, and she knew that she would be damned before she would let some mangy Klingon push her around on the bridge of what was almost her own ship. “Look again, Commander,” she told him, her voice suddenly taking on a hard edge, “Your boarding parties are pinned down, and there are five Federations starships approaching this location at high warp. They'll be here soon. So what do you want me to tell them? To stand down? Or to come in firing?” She deliberately left out his other option, which was to simply destroy the Repulse and then withdraw before the other ships could arrive on station. She was hoping, however, that a Klingon like Baraka would find such a thing to be dishonorable.


Baraka looked off screen for a moment, nodding slightly at something that was being told to him by a subordinate, although Grant wasn't sure what was being said. Finally, Baraka grunted and spat out something in Klingon that could only have been a curse.


“I have just received new orders from my superiors,” he said, sounding disappointed and perhaps even a little embarrassed, “Apparently, Chancellor Gowron does not wish a war with the Federation at this time. Congratulations, Commander. You fought well.” he bared his fangs, “It would have been an honor to kill you.”


Speak for yourself, Grant thought bitterly, but she didn't say anything. Instead, she gave him a subtle nod of recognition as his face vanished from the viewscreen.


Suddenly, there was another round of transporters being engaged, and Grant tensed, expecting another assault, despite what Baraka had said. When she looked around, however, she saw that the bodies of the dead Klingon attackers were being beamed away, presumably back to their ships where they could be tended to by their own kind.


“Commander,” Sanderson spoke again, “The Klingon ships are withdrawing. They've cloaked, but their last know heading was bearing one-six-two, mark one-eight-four. They're headed back to Krulak V, ma'am.”


“Bloody hell,” Janson breathed, sagging into his seat, “We did it. We actually did it.”


When he heard the transporters for the second time, Dave winced and tried as best he could to keep his bladder under control. There were a few moments of awful silence, followed by one of the security officers shouting an all clear.


“They're gone?” Freschetti asked, his hair and face slicked with sweat.


Against his better judgment, Dave poked his head above the pool table and saw nothing. “I guess so,” he replied after a moment, trying not to allow too much relief flood into his voice.


“Bridge to engineering,” Commander Grant's voice echoed from his combadge. He would never have thought that he would have been glad to hear her voice, but he supposed that there was a first time for everything.


“We're all right down here, Commander,” he said, forcing himself to stand on shaky legs. He glanced out at where the body of Ensign Xel'nuku'las lay, and he mentally amended his previous comment. 


“The Klingons are pulling out,” Grant continued, and Dave could have sworn that she was just as relieved to hear his voice, “There's a Starfleet task force en route to lend us a hand. I spoke to Captain Stone personally, and he said that he'll be on station within the next twenty-five minutes.”


“I'll begin repairs immediately,” he told her, and he saw that his engineering staff immediately began to spring into action. Crewman Reich, whose station had been obliterated by disruptor fire, moved over to Xel'nuku'las' body and laid an emergency blanked across his prone form. Behind him, the unscathed engineers and security guards began to begin the process of treating the wounded and getting things back into working order.


“Do what you can, Commander,” Grant continued, “You're first priority is restoring warp power as soon as possible.”


“Understood,” he signed off, although he was only half listening to her by that point. He would proceed with the repairs in whichever manner he saw fit. Feeling some of the old resentment beginning to return, it was only then that he wondered why it was Grant who was giving the orders instead of Captain Farrell.


And Ally, he thought, a rush of horrific scenarios running wild through his fertile imagination. “Commander,” he said quickly, catching her before she had left the channel, “My daughter?” he asked hesitantly, not entirely sure if he wanted to know the answer.


“She's fine,” Grant replied, and Dave felt a rush of euphoric relief, “She's up here on the bridge with me. Captain Farrell was wounded during the attack.” She finished, perhaps sensing what else he wanted to know.


“Will he be all right?”


“He should be fine,” Grant told him, although he was somehow left with the unshakable feeling that he wasn't hearing the whole story. Either way, it was something that could wait until later. His daughter and his best friend were both alive, and that would be enough to see him through the next little while.


When he ended his conversation with Commander Grant, Dave put off beginning his work in favor of a tour of main engineering. He went from station to station, offering words of encouragement and comfort to those that counted on him. Everywhere he went, he saw the terrible reminders of what had only just taken place. The Klingons may have beamed out their dead, but they hadn't been able to remove the disruptor burns, ruined equipment and the stench of death that they had left in their wake.


In addition to Ensign Xel'nuku'las, Crewman Elaine Sumpter had also been killed. She had died close to where he had last seen her, on the maintenance catwalk at the upper levels of engineering, apparently cut down in the opening moments of the battle. Crewman Petra Novaczek had been badly wounded, as had Petty Officer D'Ambrosio and Ensign Zy'tel.


And for what? He wondered, suddenly sensing how pointless the whole thing had been. People had died, and lives had been changed forever, and nothing had really changed. If they had just managed to avoid a fight, then things probably wouldn't have worked out much differently, anyway.


If there was one thing that he could be grateful for– aside from the fact that he and those close to him had survived– it was that he had still yet to have been forced to take a life. In his entire career, he had never actually killed anyone. In certain situations, like the one that he had just lived through, he had certainly fired his weapon, but he always managed to sleep a little easier at night by soothing himself with the knowledge that he had never actually delivered the killing blow.
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The first thing that he saw when he opened his eyes was the bright, smiling face of Dr. Lisa Chen.


Captain James Farrell groaned, instinctively moving his hand to his side, where the knife-wielding Klingon had tried his damnedest to kill him, and thankfully, he had failed, although not by much, if how he felt was any indication.


“Hello, Captain,” Dr. Chen said, “Try to lie still. Your kidney is being held together by some micro-sutures and not much else.”


“The ship?” he asked groggily, still trying to recover from whatever Dr. Zhurova had injected him with. If he made it out of everything, he would have to ask her just what the hell it was. Maybe it was just the euphoria of being alive, but he found that he suddenly liked everything.


“We're fine, Captain,” Chen told him sincerely, “We're headed back to Starbase 375, being towed and guarded by five other Federation ships.”


He began to feel better, knowing that no matter what else had happened, at least the ship was safe. “How's Ensign Kovax?”


“He's alive,” Dr. Chen said, “Although just barely. He just got out of surgery. He's still in critical condition, but he's stable.”


“Good,” Farrell muttered, and then made the monumental mistake of trying to sit up. Stars and other things that he couldn't quite identify exploded behind his eyes, and he felt a wave of nausea roll through him. Chen moved quickly, and it was only by her reflexes and the availability of a handy instrument tray that he was spared from puking all over himself.


When he was done, he wiped absently at his mouth and tried to excise the taste of stomach acid and half-digested food from his mouth. Chen called for one of the med techs to bring him a cup of water. The young man did as he was told, and even removed the tray of puke on his way. Farrell swished the water around in his mouth and then spat it, for lack of a better option, onto the floor. He noted a somewhat disapproving glance from Dr. Chen, but as far as he was concerned, she could go to hell. It was still his ship, after all.


Rather than sit around and trade the old stink eye with Dr. Chen, he looked around for his uniform, which had been removed prior to his surgery. “Where's my combadge?” He was finally forced to ask.


Chen frowned, “Captain, Dr. Zhurova has ordered that you remain under observation for at least the next twenty-four hours.”


“I'm fine,” he protested.


“Does it hurt?”


“Absolutely,” he winced and lifted the shirt of his sickbay pajamas to reveal the pink and recently healed flesh, “I got stabbed, you know? Right here.”


Chen frowned, obviously nonplussed with his antics, “Captain, Dr. Zhurova's orders were very clear. You have to remain here–” 


Farrell scoffed, “Nuts to that. I have a ship to run, Doctor.”


“Captain–”


“I feel fine,” he cut her off firmly, “I want my uniform and my combadge. And I want them on the double time.” He added his most menacing glare for added effect, but Chen seemed nonplussed. Finally, he abandoned the stare and added, “Dr. Chen, you have two choices. Either you get me my things, or you will find yourself on the next transport to an assignment at a venereal disease hospital as far from Earth as I can find. Understood?”


With a sigh, Chen turned and walked away. Farrell had a few moments to idly wonder if he would even be capable of following through with his threat– assuming that he even wanted to– before Dr. Chen returned with a neatly folded uniform in her hands.


“You can change in the washroom,” she told him, gesturing to the small room adjacent to sickbay. Farrell nodded, and trying to look as dignified as possible in his patients pajamas, walked into the bathroom to get changed.


When he emerged a few minutes later, he felt refreshed in a new uniform and the knowledge that they had, seemingly against all odds and common sense, survived. Yes, he thought, Mine is a truly blessed life.


He reached up and tapped the combadge on his chest, “Farrell to Grant.”


He had to wait a moment before she responded, “Grant here, Captain.”


Yeah, I'm fine, he thought sardonically, I hope you're feeling well, too. You rotten bitch. “Give me a sitrep, Commander.”


“We've just crossed the Federation border, Captain,” she informed him, “We should reach Starbase 375 in twelve hours, sir. We're moving a little slowly. We're currently being towed by the Courageous and the Passchendaele.” There was a slight pause before she continued, “Admiral Nechayev has requested to speak to you at the earliest possible opportunity, sir. Shall I patch you through?”


It would be best to give her a little while to cool off, “Negative, Commander. I'll talk with her when we reach the Starbase.”


“Understood, Captain.” Grant signed off, but Farrell thought that he could detect the barest hint of disapproval in her voice. He supposed that she was just disappointed that he had survived, thus robbing her of her own command.


Farrell looked around and saw Lieutenant Chandler sitting on a biobed nearby. One of the med-techs was running a dermal regenerator over her face where she had been punched by the Klingon earlier.


“How are you feeling, Lieutenant?” he asked gently, hoping that his somewhat shaky legs would hold out long enough for him to give his prep talk.


“I'll be all right,” she answered softly, the very act of speaking appearing to be painful to her.


“That's good to hear,” he said, somewhat awkwardly. He had never been very good at emotions and personal talks. “The bridge wouldn't be the same without you,” he added lamely.


He turned to leave, but Chandler brought him up short, “Captain,” she said, grabbing his attention back, “That Klingon? The one that hit me? Did you kill him?”


Farrell nodded gravelly, “He didn't leave me much of a choice,” he noted.


Rather than say anything, she just smiled sadly. Sensing that there was no more to be said, Farrell turned to leave, intent on getting up to the bridge as soon as possible to begin the long process that lay ahead for him and for the crew.


As he went to walk out of sickbay, he looked over to his left and saw the closed doors that led to the ship's morgue. With a sudden lump in his throat, he headed in that direction and tried to slip through the doors as discreetly as possible.


The lights were on inside, and he saw Dr. Ssylk standing over one of three prone bodies that lay on the rails of their individual stasis chambers. The bodies would be preserved as such until their families could be contacted and arrangements for burials made. If the family wanted to body back, then they would be transferred to a Starfleet vessel to be taken to wherever they were to be laid to rest. If there was no family, or they came from a culture that didn't put a lot of stock in bodies, then they would be buried in space by the Repulse and her crew.


“Is this all of them?” he asked softly.


Ssylk, who usually had all of the bedside manner of an Orion loan shark, merely nodded. “Yes,” he said after a moment, shaking his large, dinosaur-like head in what Farrell assumed to be sadness, “We lost Crewman Ghiglis, Crewman Sumpter and Ensign Xel'nuku'las. Another twenty or so crewmembers were wounded. But they're all holding on, so far.”


Farrell swallowed heavily, “I'd like a moment alone with them, Doctor,” he said.


Ssylk said nothing, he only nodded and withdrew silently. 


Standing in the dimly lit room, staring at the bodies of three good, fine young men and women who had trusted him to protect them and bring them home, Farrell could do nothing more than cross himself and whisper a silent prayer to whatever God may have been listening at the moment.


There was only one other thing that he could think to add before he left.


“I'm sorry,” he whispered before he stiffened his back and strode out to head back up to the bridge.


By the time he arrived on the bridge, the wound in his side was beginning to pulse and throb painfully, but he tried as best he could to keep his face impassive. The bridge was more crowded than usual, having been practically overrun by repair crews from engineering. Their faces were all bland and impassive, which wasn't surprising, considering that two of their comrades were lying in stasis tubes down in the morgue.


Commander Grant sat serenely in his chair in the middle of the chaos. She was reading something on a PADD, although he didn't know what it was. Knowing her, it was either a repair report or a list of available commands in the fleet.


Also present, keeping a close eye on the engineers was Lieutenant M'Shasa Brenn, the young Bajoran officer who commanded the ship during the gamma shift. M'Shasa nodded at him as stepped off of the turbolift and barked, “Captain on the bridge!”


Commander Grant, who had been seated in his chair, looked up at him as he descended the shallow slope from the rear of the bridge to where she sat. She shot to her feet and assumed a position that was about as close to attention as Starfleet liked to get.


He waved her back down with his hand, “At ease, Commander,” he joked, although her face remained inscrutable.


“Captain,” she began, not bothering to sit back down, “I was under the impression that you would be remaining in sickbay for at least the next day.”


And I would be, he thought, given the best laid plans of mice and doctors. “I decided to throw my weight around a bit,” he smiled, “How are the repairs going?”


Grant took a second to check the PADD before she answered, “We're making what rudimentary field repairs that we can,” she told him, “but Commander Rice estimates that we will need at least two weeks in a space dock before we can be fully operational again.”


While he hated to see his ship in distress, he knew that everyone could use a couple of weeks of downtime, considering what they had just been through. “I'm sure that we'll be able to lay over at Starbase 375 until the repairs are completed.”


Grant nodded crisply, “I've already made the request, Captain.”


He smiled again, “Super,” he answered, the pain in his side making it hard to conceal his grimace. “I'll be in my ready room.”


There was a rapid beeping from the tactical console, which had taken over communications until the ops station could be repaired. Lieutenant Mbeka looked up and locked his eyes on him, “Captain, we're receiving another transmission from Starbase 375. Admiral Nechayev is repeating her request to speak with you, sir.”


He shook his head, “No. Tell her I'm still in sickbay,” he called over his shoulder as he turned and strode proudly into his ready room. As soon as the doors shut behind him, he bit his lip and gently massaged the tender flesh where that damned Klingon had stuck him. 


He saw something on his desk, and he couldn't help but smile. It was a bat'leth, presumably the same one that had been lodged in his chair just a few hours ago. He would have to remember to thank Iron Mike the next time he saw him, for he was surely the only other person on the ship that would have found the gesture appropriate.


Officially, Starfleet officers were forbidden from claiming souvenirs or trophies from enemy soldiers. Then again, they were also forbidden from drinking Romulan Ale, and he had broken both regulations on more than a few occasions. The way he looked at it, if someone tried to kill him, and lost, then his stuff was forfeit.


Eager for relief, he fought his way to his desk, noting with disapproval that the model of the Yorktown had tumbled off of his shelf and fallen onto the deck. One of her nacelles, ironically enough the same one that had been lost in real life, had come loose, and lay neglected a few inches from the rest of her.


I'll get it later, he thought wearily as he sat down and relaxed for a few seconds before he reached down into his liquor cabinet and retrieved his half-empty bottle of Jim Beam, as well as a tumbler.


Things were quiet for a while before a chime came from his door. He groaned quietly and the called for his visitor to enter. He was more than a little surprised when the doors parted to reveal Stu Fritter standing there.


“What are you doing here?”


Stu smiled, “I'm not interrupting anything, am I? Maybe a little five-on-one with Herman the one-eyed German?”


“Screw you,” he grinned good naturedly.


He saw the bat'leth on Farrell's desk and raised his eyebrows.


“Souvenir,” Farrell offered, reaching out and rubbing the polished metal gingerly, “Some Klingon thought that it would be a real good idea to try and kill me with this.”


“And what happened to him?”


“I killed him,” Farrell said matter-of-factly, although he left out the part about the stabbing.


“Oh,” Stu said, nodding his head in agreement, “I guess that seems fair.


Farrell merely chuckled.


Stu stepped inside, and his expression softened to one of concern, “How're you feeling?”


Farrell winced as he reached down to grab his friend a glass, “I'm fine, considering I failed my mission, lost three people and got myself stabbed.”


Stu sat down and nodded sympathetically, “Yeah, I heard. I'm sorry.”


“It's not your fault,” Farrell answered, not bother to vocalize the second half of what he meant to say. It's my fault.


Stu paused, probably searching for something appropriate to say, and sipped at his bourbon. He made a face as the stuff went down. “I can't believe that you still drink this swill,” he commented after a moment.


“Blasphemy,” Farrell smiled, “This 'swill', as you call it, is nothing less than ambrosia itself. The nectar of the gods.”


“I thought that you only believed in one god.”


He shrugged, “Meh, I'm fairly indifferent either way.”


They were silent for a little while longer. Both of them sat in their chairs, sipping at their bourbon. Finally, Stu set his empty glass down and asked, “What the hell happened to you, man?”


Farrell frowned as he poured Stu another finger's worth of liquor, “What do you mean?”


“After the Academy,” Stu said, picking up his glass and toasting him silently, “After graduation, it was like you'd dropped off of the edge of the frigging universe, or something.”


“I joined the SEALs,” Farrell answered. Technically, the identities of SEAL operators, even former ones, was a tightly guarded secret. He was willing to make an exception for Stu, however. They had been friends for nearly twenty years, and he would be damned if he was going to start lying to him now.


Stu raised a questioning eyebrow, “No shit?”


“'Fraid not.”


He drained the rest of his glass and set it down on the table. “Huh,” he said after a while.


Farrell finished his own bourbon, “That's it?”


“Well, it's kinda one of those moments, isn't it?”


“I guess so.”


Again a silence fell on the room, although this time it didn't seem quite so ominous. “I guess that's as good an excuse as any, I suppose,” Stu said after a time. He stood and extended his hand, “Either way, I'd better be getting back to my ship.”


Farrell followed suit, and they shook hands, “No hard feelings?”


“Not at all,” Stu replied, “Although I do reserve the right to bust your balls about it at every available opportunity.”


“Fair enough.”


“By the way,” he said, scratching the back of his head absently, “Your first officer is quite a looker. Is she single?”


“Yes,” Farrell answered, marveling that some things would always stay the same, “But she's as frigid as a Breen prairie.”


“Ah,” Stu shook his head, “That's a shame.”


Farrell chuckled and walked his friend back to the door, finding that the visit had done a lot to not only clear the lingering air between the two of them, but also to help himself feel better about how everything else had gone, as well.


The doors had barely shut behind Stu before another chime came. Farrell rolled his eyes and called for the next visitor to enter. The doors parted once again, and he saw Dr. Lawrence Potter standing there, looking at him expectantly.


“Is there something I can do for you, Doctor?” Farrell asked as he walked back to his desk, eying his bottle of Jim Beam hungrily.


“I just thought that I'd come up and give you an update on the mental health of the crew,” Potter said, glancing at the liquor bottle disapprovingly, “Are you sure it's wise to be drinking real alcohol while on duty?”


As if to protest the doctor's point, Farrell made a show of pouring himself another glass, “It's been my experience, Doctor, that drinking synthehol is like drinking moose piss.”


Potter made a face, but said nothing. “Does it help?”


Farrell took a sip and sighed contentedly, determined not to get roped into an impromptu counseling session with Potter. If that meant being a total dick– well, then, that was just what it would take. “Oh God, yes,” he even licked his lips for added effect.


“Captain,” Potter said, using his most official tone of voice, “For the past two years, almost, you have been promising to come in for an appointment and speak with me.”


“I have spoken with you before, Doctor,” Farrell pointed out.


Potter frowned, “You are required to speak with me at least once a year for your annual performance evaluation,” he retorted, “I'm talking about a real session, without all the trappings of Starfleet procedure and regulations.”


“I'm gonna have to pass.”


“There's no honor in suffering silently, Captain.” Despite the irritation that Farrell felt at being pestered by Dr. Potter, he had to admit that the counselor always managed to sound sincere whenever he spoke with him.


“Are you saying that it's not macho?” He asked sarcastically.


“It's not,” Potter sighed, “It's dangerous and it's unhealthy.”


“I'm still gonna have to pass.”


Potter opened his mouth to say something else, but Farrell cut him off with a hand, “I thought you came up here to speak to me about the crew, not my bad feelings.”


“You are a member of the crew,” Potter pressed, but then relented and added, “The crew is taking it hard. There's hardly anyone aboard who hasn't had a friend killed or seriously wounded.”


“I'm assuming that you'll be busy for a while, then.”


“You'd assume right,” Potter replied.


“What about the kids?” Farrell asked, referring to the more than twenty-three hundred Cardassian children that were currently aboard the Repulse.


“Physically, they're fine. There's some malnutrition, as well as a few cuts and bruises from the battle with the Klingons, but they're all fine. Mentally? That's another matter altogether. They've been through an incredibly traumatic experience. One that will take years to fully recover from. Assuming, of course, that a full recovery is even possible.”


Potter took a breath before continuing, “Some of the off duty crew have volunteered their time. They've turned a few of the more empty cargo bays into recreational facilities. It's helping, but even I'm not sure how much.”


Farrell leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers thoughtfully. While he was glad that all of the kids that he had managed to save had made it through the battle more or less intact, it was still an uncomfortable reminder that the man that he had even gone to to Krulak V to save was still there, and probably dead by now. He sighed and rubbed his eyes in an effort to work out some of the weariness that was beginning to form there. The bourbon had helped to dull the pain in his side a bit, but every time he moved, he still got a jolt.


“Is there anything else, Doctor?”


Potter shook his head, “No, sir. Not unless you want to talk about something.”


“I don't.”


Potter pursed his lips for a moment, looking like he wanted to press the issue some more, but he finally just nodded. “Captain,” he said as he turned on his heel and strode towards the door and out onto the bridge.


I need a vacation, Farrell thought miserably as he contemplated knocking back another shot of bourbon.
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Even though his ship was in shambles, and he had lost two very good young people, Dave nonetheless felt fairly good as he walked out of engineering and towards the bank of turbolifts.


He was happy because his daughter had made it through everything with nary a scratch. It may have seemed selfish, and he supposed that it was, but he was overjoyed to know that his baby girl hadn't been hacked to pieces by some rampaging Klingons. The scuttlebutt said that she probably would have been if it weren't for Master Chief Baxter and the Glimmer Twins.


Goes to show what I know, he mused as he stepped into the 'lift. He had left Lieutenant Janson in command for an hour or so, so that he could go up to his quarters and share a quiet lunch with Ally. Even though she had survived unscathed, she was no doubt shaken up by her first combat experience, and he wanted to be there for her– to let her know that her daddy was there and that everything was going to be okay.


Of course, if Commander Grant knew that he was taking time off from repairing the ship for a personal matter, she would most likely throw a fit. Then again, he didn't really care all that much about what she thought. If she wanted to make an issue out of it, then he could always resign his aging commission . . . after he spouted off a few choice words to her.


He noticed that the turbolift ride wasn't as smooth as it normally should have been. No doubt, this was because of the damage that the ship had sustained. He noted it and filed it away in the back of his mind for later. For now, though, he had more important things to worry about.


As he approached his quarters, Dave found himself beginning to hesitate. He wasn't even sure why. While he knew that he had never been especially comfortable with emotions– which was probably why him and Captain Farrell got along so well– he never would have thought that something like that would extend to covering his own flesh and blood.


Maybe I should just get Dr. Potter to do this, he thought briefly, but then quickly dismissed the notion. It would be a cold day in hell before some Starfleet head shrinker took over his familial responsibilities.


For a while, he stood there in the corridor, wondering what to say and how to say it. Should he even say anything at all? 


Finally, he took the final few steps towards her quarters. He reached out and tapped the chime, half hoping that there wouldn't be an answer.


“Come in,” that soft, recognizable voice called.


As the doors parted, Dave noted that the lighting was dimmer than it should have been, normally. He had to look around for a bit before he finally saw Allison. She was sitting in a chair in the corner of her quarters, opposite the bed that took up most of her bedroom. Her legs were drawn up into her chest, and he could tell by the slight sniffling sound when she breathed that she had been crying.


“Hey, Daddy,” she called softly, her voice still managing to sound ragged and harsh.


Standing there, looking at his eldest daughter, Dave suddenly felt a profound sense of shame. Not only for what had just happened, but for all of those other times when he had been away, when he had selfishly decided to put his own career and interests over that of his family.


Oh, baby, he thought sadly, I'm sorry. I never should have brought you here.


Rather than reply, he just walked over to where she sat. He knelt down beside her chair and took her into his arms. She folded into him, and they just sat there for a while, rocking gently back and forth and not saying anything.


“I never fired my rifle,” she said quietly, her words muffled by having her face buried into his shoulder.


“Sorry?” he asked, not having heard her clearly.


She pulled away from him and smiled sadly, wiping absently at one of the tears that was just beginning to roll down her cheek. “I never fired my rifle,” she repeated, sounding more clear and confident this time.


“When we ran into those Klingons in the corridor earlier,” she explained, “Everyone else was shooting at them. But I didn't. I just shrunk into the bulkhead as close as I could and I just closed my eyes until it was over. I never fired my rifle.”


Despite the situation, he just smiled and hugged her again, “Now you listen here, baby doll. I have exactly zero problems with you not killing anybody.”


“But I want to be in Starfleet,” she protested, “Isn't that part of it?”


“It can be,” he said, gently pushing her as far away from him as he could while still grasping her shoulders and looking intently into her eyes, “But it doesn't have to be. Look at your old man. I've been in for over thirty years. I've pulled the trigger, but I never hit a damned thing except air. And I'm thankful for that. Now the captain, or Master Chief Baxter, they come from a different world– a different part of Starfleet. They were trained to do it, and, I suspect, that they actually enjoy it on some level. But you don't have to be that. You don't have to become that.


“You chose this life, and there's always the possibility that one day, you might have to take a life. If, and when it happens, then that's something that you can deal with then. Until then, you're still my baby girl and I'm proud of you for not firing your rifle.”


Amazingly, even to him, his little pep talk seemed to have had some effect on her. “Thanks, Daddy,” she mumbled as he pulled her close once again.


It was typical, Commander Elizabeth Grant thought with just a hint of bitterness as she sat in the captain's chair on the bridge of the Repulse. Just when all the work needs to be done, Commander Rice and Captain Farrell up and disappear.


Granted, they at least weren't just hanging out in the captain's ready room, as was their wont. If anything, they actually had a half decent excuse this time. Dave was tending to his daughter, and the captain was recovering from a rather nasty stab wound to his abdomen. Still, she couldn't help but feel slightly off put. Dave was a Starfleet officer first, as far as she was concerned, and a father second. As for Captain Farrell– well, if he was in such rough shape, then he should have stayed in sickbay.


Grant's stewing was interrupted by Ensign Saral, who brought her a fresh PADD with a fresh update of the repair schedule for her. She accepted it with a nod and skimmed over the contents. It was actually promising news. The damage, while still extensive, seemed not to be as bad as they had first believed. Much of it, if what she was reading was correct, was merely cosmetic, and Lieutenant Janson was even going so far as to shave a few days off of their space dock schedule.


I guess that's the advantage of having an engineer who likes to do more than drink on the job and nap in his office, she added ruefully. She quickly withdrew the thought, knowing that it had more to do with her own bad feelings than it did any lingering issues with Commander Rice.


I froze.


The thought was an unpleasant one, but decidedly true. When the Klingons had boarded the bridge, she had frozen at her station, unsure of what to do. Unlike some of the others, who had sprung into action and faced the enemy, she had merely stood there, like a moth staring at a flame, and had watched as the battle for the ship– her ship– had raged around her. She hadn't even drawn her weapon, let alone fired it.


In her entire career, such a thing had never happened. Of course, the majority of her career had been spent pushing paper and doting on Admiral Chekote, but even when he had demanded the answer to a tough question, she had never faltered, always providing the answer crisply and immediately. When the Repulse had gone into battle over Tulekkis III for the first time, she had performed her duties admirably, but this time had been different.


This time, she thought, they had been right there. When the first Klingons had appeared on the bridge, she had been amazed by how large and menacing they were in real life than they were in holovids. She had even met a couple before, during her duties with Admiral Chekote, but those had always been peaceful discussions, not a bloody fight to the death. When they had come in, with their disruptors blasting and their gleaming bat'leth's, she had been terrified to the point of incontinence, although she had thankfully managed to hold her bladder and her bowels in check. Before she could recover, it had all been over and the Klingons had been withdrawing.


She looked around at the people who worked on the bridge and knew that they would all be dead if she had been in command.


No. The voice echoed through her head loudly. It was her own, the voice of her pride beginning to return. If she had been in command, they never would have gotten into that situation in the first place. She would have either completed her mission or gone home. Even if she had let it happen, she knew that she performed well in the aftermath of the battle. She had stared down Baraka and forced the Klingons to withdraw. The timely arrival of the Starfleet task force had no doubt helped her case, but she had still been the one who had been forced to look Baraka in his eye, and she had made him blink first.


I can do this, she reminded herself forcefully. Even Captain Farrell had once admitted to her that he had frozen in his first firefight. It was an unpleasant bump in the road, but it was by no means the end of the world.


She repeated the mantra in her mind for a while, slowly feeling her confidence begin to rebuild itself. She looked around the bridge, which still looked like a bomb had gone off, and noted the lingering scent of burnt equipment and even flesh. She looked longingly at the spot where Crewman Ghiglis had died defending her post, and she felt all of her rejuvenated self-esteem begin to collapse again.


I can do this, she repeated again and again, not looking back there again for the rest of her shift.


The last thing that he remembered, he had been sitting at the ops station with the Klingons in hot pursuit. 


Ensign Androvar Kovax slowly opened his eyes, feeling worse than he had in the entirety of his life, and that included those long, grueling, early morning runs at the Academy.


“Wh– where am I?” he croaked softly, his voice so quiet that even he had trouble hearing it.


The familiar, comforting face of Dr. Zhurova fluttered into view, hovering above him like some sort of guardian angel. “You're in sickbay,” she told him, although her words sounded muddled and distant, “Your console exploded.”


All those consoles on the bridge, he thought, his self-pity beginning to come back, and mine is the one that goes. Figures.


“The Klingons?” He tried as best he could to keep his questions short and to the point. Speaking was difficult.


“They've withdrawn,” Zhurova told him, “We're inside Federation space, heading towards Starbase 375.”


He wanted to know how they had managed to survive with the odds so distinctly against them, but he could feel the edges of his mind beginning to cloud up again. He just smiled as much as was possible, which probably wasn't much, and closed his eyes– content as the darkness took him again.


“How is he?” Dr. Telnor asked quietly as Zhurova straightened up from her talk to Ensign Kovax.


She looked over at him and offered him a small smile, “He'll be fine,” she answered, “He'll definitely need some physiotherapy, but he'll recover.” Even though she was overjoyed by the information, and delighted to have been wrong earlier, she was too tired to express anything but moderate relief. She had been working nonstop for more than twelve hours, and her tanks were running on proverbial fumes.


Dr. Telnor seemed to sense this and patted her on the shoulder gently, “Why don't you lie down for a bit?” He offered, “I can watch over everybody. I'll call you if anything changes.”


“I can't do that,” she protested, although she knew that her heart wasn't in it, “You've been working just as long as I have.”


“Trills have more endurance than humans do,” Telnor pointed out, “I'll be fine for another few hours here. Go lay down.” Although he was her subordinate, she got the impression that his final words were more of an order than a request. Either way, she found herself lacking the energy to protest any further. She nodded gratefully and headed towards her office, determined to be close at hand if she was needed. The patients were stable, but things could change in an instant, and someone's life may depend on her being there in seconds as opposed to minutes.


She entered her office and dimmed the lighting. Next, she closed her blinds and sank heavily into her chair. After she had pulled off her boots, she put her aching feet up on her desk and basked in that peculiar mixture of pleasure and pain that always seemed to accompany tired feet. When that was done, she leaned back in her chair and was asleep in a matter of moments.


Their lovemaking was more energetic and passionate than it usually was.


Not that it was normally lacking in either, but it seemed to Lieutenant Kaitlyn Chandler that everything just seemed more urgent. Maybe it was just the excess adrenaline, or the fact that both she and Sandy were relieved to be alive, but something added up to make everything just that much more heightened.


When it was over, they both lay on their backs amidst the tangled sheets of Sandy's quarters– hers having been declared off limits after a plasma conduit had ruptured in the adjacent room– and stared up and out of the viewport that arched over their heads, taking in the sight even as the sweat evaporated off of their naked bodies.


“That was fun,” Sandy commented offhandedly.


She nodded and moaned her agreement, although she couldn't think of anything to say in response.


“You know,” he continued, apparently just feeling the need to talk, “I read somewhere that sexuality in humanoids is often increased by danger.”


“It's probably genetic,” she said, although she was essentially winging it. Even though she was the science officer, there were certain things that even she didn't know, “Most likely to ensure that mating and reproduction continues, even in times of great stress or calamity.”


“Hmm,” he mused, “I guess that makes sense.”


She rolled over to face him and propped her head up on one hand, “How're you doing?”


He smiled over at her, “Fine. Now.”


“I mean about earlier.”


“I was scared,” he admitted quietly, as if he were afraid of being overheard, “When Andy's console blew . . . I was glad. As awful as it sounds, I was glad that it wasn't mine.” He closed his eyes tightly, and blew out a ragged breath, “And then the Klingons were there . . . It's all kind of a blur, to be honest. I know one thing, though. I'm done wishing for excitement. I will gladly spend the rest of my days in Starfleet piloting a garbage scow if it means never having to go through that again.”


She reached over and took his hand in hers, “I was scared, too. All I wanted to do was crawl under my console and hide.” She leaned down and kissed his cheek gently, “No matter what happens,” she assured him, “No matter where Starfleet sends us and no matter who we meet, we'll do it together. Just the two of us.”


He rolled over and draped his free arm around her waist, “That's all I need,” he murmured.

32

The fearsome reputation of Admiral Alynna Nechayev was not earned because she was loud, vindictive, or petty, but rather because her nickname of the 'Ice Queen' was well earned. No matter what the situation, or how badly one had cocked things up, Nechayev's voice never wavered, or rose. It was always fearfully the same.


She would have made a hell of a nun, Captain James Farrell thought ironically as he sat like a contrite schoolboy in a hard-backed chair across from the desk in Nechayev's temporary office on board Starbase 375.


“Captain,” she began slowly, and Farrell found himself wishing that she would just chew his ass and get it over with, “Would you care to explain to me where things went so badly wrong?”


“Ma'am?” he asked with feigned innocence.


Nechayev's gaze hardened, “Don't play stupid, Captain. You were sent to Krulak V in order to evacuate a Federation missionary group. Not only did you fail to extract them, but you managed to return with over two thousand Cardassian civilians.”


“Children,” Farrell pointed out stubbornly, figuring that it made all the difference. After all, it wasn't like he had returned with a boatload of prisoners.


“Noted,” Nechayev bantered back. “Where are Father Renaud and his people?”


“They refused evacuation.” He wanted to ask about Father Renaud, to see if Nechayev had heard anything about what was happening on Krulak V, but he assumed that she would have told him if she had anything of interest.


“So you just left them there?”


Farrell sighed, wondering if his whole life was just a cruel game played out by some advanced being with a desire for Mephistophelian-like control over the affairs of men. Frankly, it wouldn't have surprised him in the least.


“What would you have me do?” he asked rhetorically, “Force them aboard at gunpoint? I offered them evac, and they refused. Anything else isn't my problem.” 


“That's a fairly immature argument, Captain,” Nechayev pointed out, not entirely incorrectly, “What about the Cardassian civilians? What possessed you to bring them along?”


“They were going to be slaughtered,” he answered tightly, “And I'm sorry, but I don't believe that they deserved to die just because they happened to be on the wrong side of some invisible line on a map.”


Nechayev sat serenely, with her arms folded gently over each other on her desktop, and regarded him coolly for a few moments before she continued with her peculiar brand of wrath. “You're just lucky that the Cardassians see things the same way that you do, Captain. We've already contacted them, and we've made arrangements to deliver them to a Cardassian cruiser near the border by tomorrow. If they had wanted, they could well have charged you with kidnapping.”


That would have been more than a little dramatic of them, Farrell thought to himself, but wisely chose not to vocalize it. “Frankly,” Nechayev continued before he had a chance to defend himself, “I am seriously considering bringing charges against you myself.”


“For what?” he blurted, wondering if perhaps someone on his ship, namely Commander Grant, had told Nechayev of his original plan.


“Professional misconduct,” Nechayev answered immediately, “Not only did you fail your mission rather spectacularly, but you also involved yourself in the internal affairs of the Cardassian Union by taking those civilians aboard your ship. And if all that weren't enough, you also risked a war with the Klingons by hanging around until they showed up.”


Farrell bristled, “I almost started a war?” he echoed incredulously, “They fired the first shots!”


“And they wouldn't have had to if you hadn't been loitering about, trying to play hero.”


He let out a short, hostile breath. “Starfleet Intelligence told me I had another half a day,” he protested.


“Irrelevant,” Nechayev answered coldly, “You had more than enough time to get there, evacuate the civilians, and get out before they got there. It was only your incompetence that allowed them to get the drop on you.”


“Oh, to hell with you,” Farrell nearly shouted, shooting to his feet and stabbing a finger at her, “You sent me in there in the first place. It was your mission, not mine. If you don't like the way I handled it– fine. Next time you need someone to do your dirty work, don't gorram call me.” Before he had a chance to gauge her reaction, he turned on his heel and strode out of the room. Not because he wasn't curious to see how she reacted, but because he didn't want her to see his face when it dawned on him that he may very well have just thrown away his whole career.


Screw it, he thought, remembering the old mantra from the Cardassian Front, It don't mean nothin'.


Sometime later– he wasn't sure how long– Farrell sat alone at a quiet table in one of the Starbase's lounges. In an uncharacteristic lapse of his own borderline alcoholism, a glass of bourbon sat untouched in front of him. Instead, Farrell sat and stared down numbly at his combadge, which he held between his fingers, turning it end over end with his thumbs.


He still wasn't sure how he felt about the whole thing. Telling off Nechayev was something that would take time to evaluate. Had it been immature? Definitely. Foolish? God, yes. Worth it? Well, that was something that only hindsight would make clear.


Everybody's a great Monday morning quarterback, he thought, using one of the oldest football maxims in the book.


Despite how low he felt at the moment, he found himself wishing for some company. Alyssa was gone, having been sent off to some planetary survey in his absence. He looked up and out one of the viewports at the squat, fat lines of the Passchendaele as it hovered in space outside of the Starbase. He supposed that he could always call Stu, but he decided against it. The last thing he wanted was for a friend to see him in such a state. A lover was a different matter entirely.


And I've got a whole two weeks to sit here and think about it, he thought ruefully. The Repulse had docked, and was currently overrun by repair crews from the Starbase. Despite Janson's reduction of Dave's repair estimate, Farrell wasn't taking any chances. He wanted them to be docked for the full two weeks that they had been allotted, if only to give the crew a breather. He supposed that Dr. Zhurova was happy, what with her girlfriend being stationed on the base.


After a time, he heard soft footsteps coming up from behind him. At first, he thought that it was merely one of the civilian servers, coming by to offer him an unnecessary refill. He looked back over his shoulder and saw Captain Walter Stone standing there, a slightly bemused expression on his face.


“I heard about your little conversation with Admiral Nechayev earlier,” he remarked tonelessly as he came around the table and sat down across from him.


“I could be a legend,” Farrell muttered, putting his combadge back on his uniform and grasping his glass of bourbon, “The only man to ever tell off Admiral Nechayev and live to tell about it.”


Stone smiled, “If it's any consolation, I agree with your decision.”


“About telling her off?”


“Oh, no. That was monumentally stupid. I'm talking about rescuing those children. It was the right thing to do.”


Farrell chuckled humorlessly, “Are you willing to be a character witness at my court martial?”


“I wouldn't worry about that,” Stone replied, raising a hand to flag down a waiter.


“You're right,” Farrell nodded and took a sip of his drink, “It probably wouldn't make much of a difference.”


“There won't be any court martial, James,” Stone told him firmly, “Nechayev will huff and she'll puff, but at the end of the day, her hands are tied.”


“By what?”


“Public opinion,” Stone answered, “Starfleet, like any other government organization in a free and democratic society, is bound by the fickle beast that is public opinion. Jesus, could you imagine the headlines?” He raised a hand and held it up to illustrate each word that followed, “ 'Starfleet Court Martials Hero Captain for Saving Thousands of Children from Certain Death'?” He dropped his hand and shook his head, “Christ, the Federation News Service would have a field day with that one. If anything, I'd get my dress uniform cleaned and pressed for an awards ceremony, if I were you.”


Farrell smiled, actually starting to feel a bit better, “Frankly, I'm not sure which I dread more– a court martial or an awards ceremony.”


Stone chuckled softly at his little joke, and fixed his eyes on Farrell, “Spoken like a true soldier,” he noted, “Although don't let it go to your head. Nechayev is a powerful woman. She can make a great ally, or a fearsome enemy, if you choose to make her one. If I were in your shoes, I'd keep a low profile for the next hundred years or so.”


Farrell downed the rest of his bourbon, relishing the burn and the bite that accompanied it. “Frankly, after all this, I'd prefer to keep it that way.” Now that he was no longer fearing the imminent specter of a court martial, he found his mind automatically wandering to the prospect of their next assignment. He had enough combat for a while, and he was hoping for a mundane assignment in some remote sector of the galaxy for the foreseeable future.


“I can certainly understand that,” Stone agreed. His expression softened somewhat, “How are you holding up.”


Farrell clicked his tongue sadly, “I lost three people out there. I'm still wondering if it was worth it.”


“It was,” Stone assured him firmly.


“How do you know that?”


Stone smiled sadly, “James, how do you justify it to yourself when you have to send your people home in a box?”


He shrugged, “I don't know. The greater good?”


The other man nodded, “Exactly. When you lose someone, you tell yourself that that person died to save other lives. You lost three people, but you saved more than two thousand others. I know it may sound cold, but I'd call it a good deal. It's never easy, but I'm sure that those three people would agree with your decision, if they could. Any Starfleet officer who wouldn't sacrifice themselves to save that many people– children, at that, doesn't deserve to wear the uniform.”


“You make it sound so easy,” Farrell commented sourly.


“It's not,” Stone said quietly. They were interrupted when the waiter came by to take their order. Stone ordered a beer, while Farrell requested a refill of his bourbon.


“I wrote a form letter,” Stone said quietly, resuming their previous conversation.


“Sorry?”


“After Wolf 359,” the older captain explained sadly, “I just couldn't bring myself to write one hundred and sixteen letters. So I just wrote one; then changed the names and some of the small details and then signed them all.”


Farrell sipped quietly at his drink, unsure of how to respond. Certainly he couldn't condemn Captain Stone for what he had done. In a matter of minutes, Stone had lost more men than Farrell had lost in an entire career.


“I never felt quite right about it,” Stone finished, his voice barely above a whisper.


They were quiet for a good while after that. When Stone had finished his drink, he said something about having to get back to the Courageous, patted Farrell on the shoulder, reassured him that everything would work out, and then departed. He couldn't be sure, but Farrell could have sworn that Stone's shoulders were drooping slightly as he walked out of the lounge.


He comes down here to give me a pep talk, Farrell mused, and he's the one who leaves feeling like shit. There ain't no justice in this world.


By the time he returned to the Repulse, Farrell had made the conscious decision to feel better. It was not an immediate process, but he found that returning to work helped to take his mind off of his troubles. He sat alone in his quarters and stared at the computer monitor on his desk.


He had been trying to write the first of three letters home, but the words wouldn't come. He was trying to avoid the clichéd, empty platitudes and invariably accompanied such letters, but he wasn't having much success. He was wondering if maybe he should have paid more attention in his high school English classes.


Finally, he gave up with a sigh of disgust and deleted his halting, ungraceful text from his computer screen. It wasn't an easy thing to write. What could he say? How could you tell someone that their child, spouse or parent wasn't ever going to come home again? It was a question that had dogged commanders for as long as there had been worlds spinning, and would probably continue to do so until long after he and the Federation had crumbled into dust.


In fact, he almost found himself wishing that he was a Klingon. Then he could just tell the parents that their kid had died in battle and was with Kahless, or whatever they believed in. It all seemed so much simpler that way.


Maybe they're onto something there, he thought, not for the first time.


In an effort to take his mind off of it, he perused through the copious amounts of paperwork that was awaiting his signature and blessing. It was all mundane, but that was what he needed at the moment. Most of it was related to the repairs that the ship was undergoing, but some of it was related to other matters.


Unlike he normally did, he read slowly, taking his time with each form and report. When he was done, he would give it his thumb print and then move onto the next one. Soon, he was flying on autopilot, not even bothering to register most of the words that his eyes took in. When he was done, he sat back and rubbed at his eyes, which were tired and itchy from staring at computerized text for too long. He sighed wearily and looked back at the computer, which still patiently awaited his attention.


With a deep breath of resignation, he leaned forward and began to type:



Dear Mr. and Mrs. Sumpter, 



By now you have no doubt heard the tragic news that your daughter . . .

Epilogue

When he materialized on the barren, hostile surface of the planet, Commander Baraka was invigorated by the scent of battle that filled his nostrils. He looked around at the carnage that his warriors had wrought, and it gave him a sense of satisfaction. The people here had not put up much of a fight, but a victory was a victory, and that was all that mattered.


He bared his fangs in a snarl as he surveyed the piles of dead Cardassians that lay at his feet. They were pathetic, all of them. They had died not in honorable combat, but cowering on the ground and begging for mercy like vermin.


The fires and the slaughter did a little to assuage his wounded pride. His confrontation with the Federation ship had been unsatisfying, to say the least. If it had not been for Gowron's orders to fall back, he would have been able to destroy the ship and not have to live with the shame of having to retreat from a battle.


Politics, he thought bitterly, it was not the way of warriors.


As he walked the camp to where he had been summoned, he replayed the battle over and over in his head, looking for anything that he could have done differently. He supposed that he could have just destroyed the Federation ship out of hand, but he had wanted to give his warriors a good fight, so he had made the decision to board her instead. In hindsight, it may have been a tactical error. More than twenty of his brave warriors, including his nephew and the entire crew of a Bird of Prey, had been slain by the Federation crew. He did not mourn for them, however. They had died in glorious battle, and he was sure that they were making their voyage to join the honored dead in Sto'Vo'Kor.


Around him, his troops laughed and celebrated their victory, as they should. He had ensured that barrels of blood wine had been beamed down, and the party was in full swing. At the fringes of the camp, some shell-shocked Cardassian survivors lingered, but they weren't worth killing. Tomorrow, or perhaps the next day, they would be rounded up and sent to labor camps where they could better serve the Empire.


He quickly found the building that he was looking for. The two Klingons outside the door saluted as he entered, and he acknowledged them with a nod of his head. Inside, a group of people– mostly humans but a few of other Federation species, as well– sat on the ground, surrounded by eager looking warriors. Cardassians, too sick or hurt to move, lay on their beds or on the ground, looking around with large, fearful eyes.


Ordinarily, he believed that killing women and children was not the duty of warriors. But he had his orders to pacify Krulak V, and he intended to follow that order to the letter. The Klingon Empire was interested in lands and resources, not pitiful people who couldn't even defend themselves.


He would never have admitted it to anyone else, but he also knew that he needed a victory, however small, to assuage his own wounded pride from having to withdraw from his battle with the Federation. They, unlike these Cardassian wretches, had fought well and with honor. He felt proud that his warriors had been slain by such a foe, knowing that it would only ease their journey into the afterlife.


 Only one of the prisoners stood. He was a human, and tall for his species, but painfully thin and weak. He regarded Baraka with something that the Klingon assumed to be respect or deference, and began to speak.


“Please, Commander,” the human said, only the universal translator making his words intelligible, “We have no soldiers here. There are only sick people here.”


Baraka knew that these were the Federation aid workers that he had been told about. Gowron may have ordered him to spare the Starfleet vessel, but he had made no such decree about these ones.


He didn't even bother to give the man a reply. His fingers tensed around his bat'leth as he approached. When he was in range, he brought it up swiftly, severing the man's head in one blow. He watched as the man's head began to fall, his facial expression still changing to one of surprise. When the head hit the ground, it bounced and rolled away, accompanied by screams and gasps of terror from the others.


Without another word, he turned and walked back out the way he had come. The screams intensified as the Klingons descended on the others, and the slaughter began.

Captain Farrell and the crew of the Repulse will return in:
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Marshalling the Faithful

